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Academic Plagiarism
Understanding It to Take Responsible Action

Michelle Bergadaà is Emeritus professor at 
the Geneva School of Economic and Management
of the University of Geneva. In 2004, she has created 
the collaborative website on plagiarism: responsable.
unige.ch, which has over 18’000 international 
subscribers. Since 2016 she is president of the Institute 

of Research and Action on Fraud and Plagiarism in Academia 
(IRAFPA). In 2020, she publishes “Le temps entre science et creation” 
(Time between science and creation), in the collection “Major 
French-speaking authors”(EMS Editions), which retraces the thread 
of her epistemological commitments. She gives conferences 
at the international level fostering a culture of research integrity in 
science.

With the proliferation of the Internet, overcoming plagiarism seems 
insurmountable for students, teachers and researchers, who tend to 
fi nd little choice between academia and the law in this regard. 
With a multidisciplinary approach and twenty years of expertise and 
research on this topic, Prof. Bergadaà proposes a concrete 
methodology for addressing this issue, both for the plagiarised and 
plagiariser, as well as for the institutions and associations. 
Researchers, students, directors of journals and institutions, as well 
as other actors in the scientifi c arena such as policy makers 
and lawyers are all concerned with preserving the value of integrity at 
the core of research ethics.
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FOREWORD  

This book was published in 2015 in French under the title Le plagiat 

académique, comprendre pour agir in the collection: Questions contem-

poraines, L'Harmattan (Paris). Following the success of this first book, 

the Institute of Research and Action on Fraud and Plagiarism in Academia 

was founded on 18 June 2016. The role of the Institute is: to create an 

international, interdisciplinary and scientific forum to promote demo-

cratic debate on integrity, fraud and plagiarism; to carry out mediations to 

accompany individuals and legal entities affected by fraud or academic 

plagiarism; to develop theoretical and applied research in these specific 

fields; to promote training and information on academic integrity and eth-

ics; to issue institutional certifications “Responsible Institution” and “Re-

sponsible Doctoral School” in matters of integrity and responsibility; to 

promote training and provide information on fraud and plagiarism; to or-

ganize thematic meetings, symposia and workshops on the key concepts 

of our integrity corpus; to manage a WebTV space and a LinkedIn page 

that offers to all video capsules and programs dedicated to integrity and 

to publish and disseminate the “Academic Integrity” Newsletter to more 

than 18’000 followers. 

Thus we have become an international integrity science movement. 

Our collaborative efforts have contributed to changing behaviors. But this 

story began twenty years ago in a much more discreet way. 

In 2002, I was the director of an e-business and e-communication di-

ploma at the University of Geneva. This experience suddenly opened my 

eyes to the extent of plagiarism, a phenomenon that in the wake of the 

Internet revolution, was to disorient all our academic reference points. At 

the same time, political and religious extremism were on the rise, surfing 
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on the emergent wave of fake news. I completely agreed with Jonas 

(1990), that for the first time in the history of mankind, the notion of re-

sponsibility should take precedence in ethics and individual morality. In 

this context of unheard transformation, we can no longer rely on objective 

knowledge to guide our actions. Instead of making decisions based on our 

desires, we now have to make them on the basis of our fears. The heuris-

tics of fear makes us realize what we really hold dear.  

Initially, practical considerations led me to make no distinction be-

tween plagiarism committed by students and that committed by profes-

sors. The “Responsible” site was consulted by those wishing to implement 

procedures for combatting plagiarism, so it had to be a portal for practical 

information and ideas on the subject, not simply a showcase of the Insti-

tute’s collaborative research. However, my decision to treat all plagiarists 

as a consistent group equally was later confirmed for more profound rea-

sons. My first studies showed that knowledge offenders’ behavior arises 

from similar grounds, whether they are students or famous professors.  

In the 2000s, it was important to encourage the main actors to get in-

volved in the matter, while making sure that the wider academic commu-

nity was aware of the extent of the problem. My objective was to find a 

method of “intervention research” that could be progressively applied to 

individuals, then institutions, and finally to society at large. As a re-

searcher, I could not restrict myself to treating plagiarism merely as some-

thing to fight against. For me, it was a question of analyzing the deep-

seated reasons for the phenomenon. I needed to understand why some 

people plagiarize, risking not only serious punishment but also expulsion 

from their institutions or even legal sanctions. Many people sent me cases 

or responded to on-line questionnaires. Their contributions enabled me to 

gather data for my research and induce the social representations of pla-

giarism. I have also been able to propose specific action plans for institu-

tions, civil society and legislators to combat the phenomenon. 
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Our correspondents have provided cases from all fields, generating a 

wealth of data for analysis. Case after case and year after year, I have 

addressed themes such as the onset of plagiarist behavior, the methods 

plagiarists use, plagiarism in different academic communities, varying at-

titudes in institutions and academic social responsibility. A priority was 

to be able to induce concepts of reference from the many suggestions 

made by subscribers and respondents. Their ideas, analyses and case stud-

ies contributed to the elaboration of the models I proposed, improved and 

finally published in scientific articles, books and chapters. This demon-

strates how a collaborative approach rooted in the determination to com-

bat intellectual corruption can really bring about change in our university 

system.  

Thanks to the Internet, the years I have spent on interactive research 

have been an opportunity to meet with countless remarkable people. Col-

leagues from all fields have opened their doors to me, initiating me into 

their worlds with all their specific characteristics – not to say idiosyncra-

sies. Why were all these people interested in my suggestion to create a 

space for dialog and mutual encounter for those interested in combatting 

plagiarism? Most likely, it is because they are aware of the risks that our 

current digital revolution entails for our knowledge society and in our col-

laborative research, they found the approach they were looking for – in 

other words, an attempt to understand the phenomenon as a social fact.  
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INTRODUCTION 

“If we, who inform civil society as volunteers and admirers, are 

able to avoid incomplete and/or false knowledge being published, 

then we have the right and indeed the duty, to speak out. And if 

our university is going to educate young people, then it must be 

transparent both in awarding qualifications to those who will make 

up tomorrow’s society, and in the rules it applies to  

publishing.”1 

Thirty years ago, a researcher’s job consisted of tracking down the 

right references. These were rare and sometimes my colleagues and I had 

to cross the whole of Montreal in the snow to reach a library where we 

could read an article we thought might be interesting. We also drove for 

hundreds of miles in our Chevrolet to meet this or that author who, return-

ing from a trip to Belgium, could tell us about the very latest  

research in the matter of temporality and human motivation2. In those 

days, my task consisted of gathering concepts from various disciplines 

and making them meaningful. This task has since been turned upside 

down by what some might term a “disruptive technology” – the Internet. 

Today, the primary skill required for research is the aptitude to  

single out what appears to be sound in an ever-increasing mass of  

information. For those who today are under 25, the Internet is a virtual 

environment space where it is natural to share knowledge freely3. Digital 

natives think of university online libraries, open archives and personal 

 
1 Verbatim of one of our interviewees, rendered anonymous as are all those that 

follow in this book. 
2 Nuttin J. (1984), Motivation, planning, and action: a relational theory of behav-

ior dynamics, Leuven: University Press. 
3 Boon M. (2010), In Praise of Copying, Harvard University Press. 
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blogs as equivalents. They do not seek to appropriate others’ knowledge 

in order to understand it, interpret it and offer their own original contribu-

tion to knowledge. Far from it! Many of our doctoral students and young 

colleagues plunge into the Net to “construct” their research “product” as 

they would construct a building from Lego. They borrow “bricks” of 

knowledge from a few rapidly browsed authors until they have composed 

something that looks coherent. They then reformulate the bricks to give 

“their” work a personal touch, and hey presto! Here we are, face to face 

with a new mode of knowledge creation. Plagiarism is only the expression 

of an accepted form of constructing knowledge – but it is unacceptable 

behavior if it is to be published as research. 

How can we resist the predominant maxim “Publish or perish”?  

The questions that researchers must respond have also changed over the 

last thirty years. From “What are you looking for?” to “What are you pub-

lishing?”, then to “When will you publish?” and now, “How many times 

are you cited?”. We are all caught up in the liberal logic of the law of 

supply and demand index-linked to the H index and the Impact Factor. 

Many academic authors now find that their rate of production is more 

important than the intrinsic quality of their research. The article or thesis 

as “product” has become a criterion for assessment, codified in the rank-

ings of academic journals. The past ten years has seen the  

number of these journals increase exponentially, although the most 

highly ranked amongst them have only a very limited readership.  

Since we must cite the best referenced articles, it is more efficient to 

trust an author who publishes in a high-quality journal and follow up his 

or her bibliography. Who really gives an in-depth read to every single 

article cited in their bibliography?   

This race for productivity also governs our educational institutions 

who vie with each other for the highest possible position in the  

international rankings. Their chancellors and directors are responsible for 

million-dollar budgets; they are preoccupied with launching  

international partnerships and engaging in costly organizational reforms. 
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How could we hope that they might be interested in how knowledge is 

produced? 

However, this constant resort to immediacy, where everything is 

pressing and urgent, goes against the grain of the human spirit. Efficient 

logistic processes are possible in the world of industry, but this  

rationalization is hard to imagine in the world of research. The human 

mind needs time to appropriate new concepts, classify and discuss them. 

Time is needed to relate these concepts in terms of cause or effect, to de-

velop one’s own ideas on the subject and finally make one’s own contri-

bution to knowledge.  

Furthermore, the economic imperative has a direct impact on  

academic institutions. Research laboratories are funded according to their 

rate of “production”: the more they produce the more funding they obtain. 

The best can then send their collaborators to conferences and can afford 

to buy equipment for research. This transformation of academia is taking 

place in a general social atmosphere of cynicism and disapproval. Indeed, 

deviant practices inside academia pale to insignificance compared with 

the media-fanned flames of political and economic scandals. It has taken 

over ten years and numerous scandals to understand that academic pla-

giarism is everybody’s business.  

However, until they come face to face with plagiarism, nobody seems 

to grasp its consequences and this is true of all institutions and all levels 

of the academic hierarchy. We had to delve deep into human reasoning to 

understand why leading personalities in academia have covered up, some-

times for years, mediocre researchers whose CVs depended totally on pla-

giarism or self-plagiarism. We had to understand that plagiarism acts as 

an obstacle to taking action before we could measure the inertia of aca-

demic stakeholders – students, civil society and governments. The case in 

the box below illustrates how all these aspects are interwoven.  
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Young Author Against Senior Researcher 

Philippe is a Belgian researcher who is well-known in his field. He 

works hard and travels a lot, since he is affiliated to two institutions in 

two different European countries. He is one of those inveterate men of 

action who flit from one congress to another, from one seminar to  

another and from research article to book chapter: his life is non-stop 

with a frantic schedule.  

One day, Philippe was late submitting the chapter he had promised 

for a text book he was co-authoring with a dozen different international 

authors. After the nth reminder, Philippe’s mind was empty. How 

could he write a whole chapter in one weekend? His eye fell upon the 

thesis manuscript he had received by email from a PhD student, Ro-

land, a few weeks previously. During his thesis defense in Canada, Ro-

land had said that he didn’t want an academic career, but preferred to 

set up his own business. Philippe therefore decided to copy and paste 

parts of Roland’s argument to construct his chapter. He then wrote the 

introduction and conclusion, and at the last minute, sent the chapter to 

the editor.  

A year later, the co-authored text book was published by a great 

French academic publisher. In Canada, Roland’s thesis supervisor sat 

up with a start: he could see the very strong similarities between 

Philippe’s chapter and an article that he himself and Roland had co-

written for a minor journal on the basis of Roland’s thesis. Roland felt 

humiliated and decided to hire a lawyer to defend him. Why “humili-

ated”? “Because Philippe took my text, but he completely changed its 

intention and conclusions”, he told us.  

The lawyer decided to take action against both Philippe and the  

publisher. Philippe was embarrassed and immediately recognized the 

 facts. The publisher did not stop distributing the book with the  

plagiarized chapter. The publisher’s legal advisor of University of X 
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Press expected Roland’s lawyer to accept Philippe’s apologies, and 

suggested a box be inserted informing readers of the plagiarism in the 

books on sale. If ever a second edition were to be printed, the publisher 

promised Roland that his article would replace Philippe’s. The three 

parties were about to sign an agreement. The protocol specified that 

the publisher recognized “the existence of the agreement by which the 

signatories declare amicably to put an end to the dispute. This agree-

ment regards anyone wishing for a statement of the facts in this litiga-

tion”. The agreement stipulated that a correction, paid for by Philippe, 

would be inserted into each book still on sale. This correction specified 

that Roland had written the chapter.  

But this is not what happened.  

The Publisher. After agreeing to insert a correction in each copy of 

the book still on sale, he went back on this agreement. He justified this 

with arguments about “Publishing ethics” – not wishing to bring  

discredit on his authors. In fact, economic reasons seem more credible 

than ethical ones. This publisher is a partner of important French  

scientific journals; his whole line of work is to produce and distribute 

books and journals.  

The libraries. The publisher declared that he would not contact the 

libraries that had acquired the book so that they could insert the  

correction.  

Roland’s university. Declared that it was not authorized to act  

because first of all, its legal services only defended collaborators in 

cases of problems arising in the workplace and secondly, Roland was 

no longer a student because he had graduated.  

Roland’s thesis supervisor. Although he wrote expressing his  

outrage against his “foreign thief of a colleague”, he did not want to 
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get involved. He simply wanted nothing more to do with Philippe, and 

made sure everyone knew it.  

Scientific journals at the same time, a scientific journal had just 

withdrawn one of Philippe’s articles that had been accepted for  

publication, because it turned out to be a re-edition of a chapter of one 

of his former books.  

The law. Roland took two risks: first, he could not afford to hire a 

lawyer specialized in counterfeiting law, and second, he had chal-

lenged a senior professor who had support within his community. Ro-

land could not continue to pay the lawyer after spending 3.200 euros 

(4.000 Canadian dollars, or 3.900 Swiss francs, or 3.500 U.S.dollars).  

Philippe’s university. By chance, this university has formal ethical di-

rectives and a body authorized to check on scientific integrity. If this 

scandal were to spread, the university’s reputation and that of its  

professors would be damaged. The university therefore had an interest 

in making sure that everything was taken care of as discreetly and as 

quickly as possible. Once it heard about the case, it opened an  

administrative enquiry about Philippe to investigate the accusation of 

plagiarism. No outside expert was involved in the commission of  

enquiry. Philippe recognized the facts he was accused of and  

apologized. He received an official reprimand within two months.  

Roland was given a hearing, which meant that there was some  

recognition of the wrong he had suffered. He was also reimbursed for 

his expenses – in return for his silence. 

For over twelve years I have been acting on behalf of plagiarism  

victims to help them get their rights4. We then created an International 

Institute as an association to deal with the ever-increasing number of cases 

that asked for our advice. Plagiarism victims who react to the situation are 

always very emotional at first; the very fact that we offer a helping hand 

 
4 See: http://responsable.unige.ch/ 
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to formulate their complaint makes them feel calmer.  

As for the immediate reaction of those who are caught plagiarizing or who 

are complicit with the offense, they are always hostile. Their denial is 

surprising, for we possess all the facts proving their guilt. It seems com-

mon practice to try to shoot the messenger in order not to hear the mes-

sage. Only when we have managed to tone down the discussion, do these 

offenders remember that they are intellectuals, so they should make the 

effort of understanding in order to put the situation to rights.  

This book presents the results of interactions with many different par-

ties over time. The situations in the boxes illustrate the themes  

covered in the book. They are true cases that we have shared with others 

seeking the expertise of members of the International lnstitute of Research 

and Action on Fraud and Plagiarism in Academia. It is important to show 

this variety of cases, for many people tend to generalize from a single case 

of plagiarism they have encountered. We present a panel of cases and the 

situations we talk about are not specific to fields or countries. They are, 

however, characteristic of generic situations that our readers may encoun-

ter. All the cases are presented on three levels of analysis: the context, the 

relationships among the parties, and the facts. We have used fictitious 

names throughout.  

The first chapter of this book deals with the seriousness of  

plagiarism, analyzing both its individual and collective determinants. The 

analysis is based on “behavior” in the legal and psychological sense of 

the word in terms of the protagonists’ wish to act – or not – in cases of 

plagiarism. In this chapter, we introduce the ten consequences of  

plagiarism. The chapter ends with a reminder of the laws applicable in 

cases of plagiarism, and those that may protect authors who are unfairly 

accused of plagiarizing.  

Unfortunately, our academic system is still governed by a system of 

control and punishment that may have been effective in the 20th  

century, but that is unsustainable in the face of the transformations that 

have occurred since then. The second chapter explores how plagiarist 
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behavior takes root in some authors. We clearly need to counter this ten-

dency as early as possible, for all the research shows that this deviant be-

havior starts at the very beginning of doctoral or master’s studies. The 

chapter ends with a presentation of the institutional measures that are suit-

able for preventing and /or dealing with plagiarism and its associated 

problems.  

Over the past years, we came to realize that not all plagiarists share 

the same characteristics in terms of personality and behavior – far from 

it. We cannot therefore deal with them all using a simple go-no-go  

approach. Our third chapter introduces the different behaviors of  

plagiarists according to their posture towards academic norms and  

values. I define four profiles: the manipulator, the swindler, the  

“bricoleur” and the cheat. This chapter concludes with suggestions about 

ethics and formal norms for plagiarism.  

The fourth chapter covers the academic communities represented by 

our scholarly societies. The researcher’s business is to produce 

knowledge, not only inside academic institutions but also in books and 

scientific journals. By virtue of the principle of peer evaluation, it is these 

same scholarly societies that set the rules of the game. Now, in these times 

of “publish or perish”, these scientific societies are under huge pressure. 

I describe three profiles of scientific society in terms of their basic char-

acteristics: integrative communities, shared destiny communities and op-

portunity networks. Each profile encounters specific difficulties when 

combatting or dealing with fraud or plagiarism. The chapter ends with 

some suitable practices that some of these scholarly societies have 

adopted.  

The fifth and final chapter of this book is devoted to the theme of 

words and deeds. I first deal with the difficulty of talking about  

plagiarism, and then go on to look practically at the words of plagiarists 

and their victims. I then explain the four dimensions that underlie the cou-

rageous attitude of those who are committed to combatting plagiarism: 

compassion, the academic ideal, social ties, social justice and inevitably, 
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apathy, that leads to inaction. The chapter ends by demonstrating how the 

International lnstitute of Research and Action on Fraud and Plagiarism in 

Academia works to channel the words of those involved in plagiarism. In 

the appendix, we present a detailed example of the Institute’s methodol-

ogy for expert investigation and mediation.  

In 2004, I adopted a collaborative approach to a new and  

controversial research field. This collaboration also required robust inter-

disciplinarity. This is why I intersperse my arguments with anonymous 

verbatim from contributors to our newsletter’s surveys (sent to subscrib-

ers of Responsable). Anyone encountering a lack of academic integrity, 

whether victim, witness or author, finds the experience a very intense one. 

These verbatim therefore encourage the reader to share in the inseparable 

“hearts and minds” duo that empowers people to act. For I believe that 

making performative utterances5 about the dark side of our job as aca-

demics is also part of the fight – and humor sometimes helps to make the 

bitter pill palatable.  

We are just beginning to glimpse the threats that hang over our  

academic system: authors fearing to publish their work on conference 

sites, representatives from scientific associations suspected of  covering 

up unacceptable practices, plagiarists and their victims who suffer when 

their reputation may be wagered uncontrollably, a slowdown in the ex-

change of new ideas and work in progress among peers, overemphasis on 

superficial but media-valued ideas – to the detriment of long-term re-

search, etc. However, over the last few years, many measures have been 

set up to halt the expansion of the rampant disease of plagiarism. Let us 

hope that this book will contribute to the courage and optimism of those 

who truly wish to see knowledge advance in all of our fields.

 
5 Austin L. (1962), How to do things with words, The William James Lectures 

delivered in Harvard University in 1955, J. O. Urmson Ed. Oxford, Clarendon 

Press. 





 

1 

WHY IS PLAGIARISM SO SERIOUS? 

“An academic system that tolerates plagiarism is committing 

suicide; a person who has been plagiarized but does not report it 

to the authorities... is committing something similar. In the  

frantic context of competition, it is not surprising that systems run 

off the rails and some people take advantage of this state of things. 

But when all is said and done, if we fail to fight for  

intellectual honesty, we end up manufacturing only mediocrity, 

flabby thinking and the death of science.” 6 

Academic plagiarism has become a new way of constructing 

knowledge ever since that uninvited guest, the Internet, has occupied 

every corner of our intellectual and academic world. Plagiarism, whether 

clearly visible or craftily disguised, is ubiquitous. In academia, we have 

always avoided the recurring question: “What percentage of professors 

and students are plagiarists?”. Whatever this percentage, be it 10% or 

50%, the victims’ suffering is the same. Once the media publicize a case 

of plagiarism, the reputation of the perpetrator’s institution is damaged. 

This is true whether a director steals a commencement speech or a lab 

researcher pillages someone else’s work. Plagiarism lets loose waves of 

 
6 Verbatim from a respondent to our surveys. The entry is anonymous as are all 

others presented throughout this book. 
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emotion and sets passions reeling. Anyone reporting plagiarism  

involving peers – either as plagiarists themselves or as plagiarists’  

supervisors – is subjected to denial, pressure and threats if not insults and 

boycotts. It is alarming to see respectable researchers suddenly turn into 

harpies as soon as they are involved with plagiarism. What is behind such 

reactions?  

I would like to begin by disagreeing with certain colleagues in the 

field of literature who tend to justify plagiarism in the name of “creative 

freedom” or who argue that it was at one time an accepted practice among 

famous authors or politicians: “Maybe reproducing whole pages from an-

other author without using quotation marks is a break with the traditional 

ritual of quotation – but if it contributes to questioning these old rituals, 

then it’s a good thing”. There is nothing wrong with  

re-examining conventions; but this justification of plagiarism is a  

societal problem that affects all disciplines. I would also tell colleagues 

from the hard sciences who seem to think that scientific fraud is more 

serious than plagiarism that this is not the case at all. Plagiarism is not 

some subset of fraud, for it has very different repercussions. Fraudulent 

scientific experiments only need to be reproduced to be unmasked; sooner 

or later all such fraud is discovered. The plagiarist, however, is hidden 

from view and except in specific investigations for suspected plagiarism, 

readers take what the plagiarist says at face value and cites “his” words. 

When the plagiarism is not discovered before the publication it is often 

impossible to repair the consequences of these misdeeds both in human 

and institutional terms.  

One might ask why this law of silence still surrounds plagiarism. Why 

did it take over ten years for the first signs of a change in  

mentalities to appear, leading researchers and professors to set up  

directives for dealing with the offense? It became commonplace to 

acknowledge that both undergraduate and graduate students were 
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 plagiarizing7, but nobody seemed to recognize the full impact of this phe-

nomenon that was shaking the foundations of our higher education estab-

lishments. We are willing to wager that if all the doctoral theses defended 

over the last ten years were submitted to similarity detecting software, the 

surprises would be on a par with the laxity of theses  

examining boards. Directors of universities used to think that plagiarism 

was similar to cheating in exams: it was therefore the business of  

professors. However, we might have recognized the irreversible and ex-

ponential nature of the phenomenon8 if we had observed a new 

“religion” officially recorded in Sweden, the “missionary congregation of 

Kopimists”9 (Det Missionerande Kopimistsamfundet). This body rejects 

the concept of author’s rights, worshipping instead the ritual of 

copying and exchanging files on the Internet. Unfortunately, those who 

had understood that our academic world was in danger of imploding and 

who wished to take action against the downward spiral, lacked the  

necessary analytical framework for taking legal or rational action.  

The vast majority of disciplinary committees stick to an event-based 

“blow-by-blow” perspective when they analyze cases of plagiarism. They 

reason according to a simplistic causal logic: Who plagiarized whom? 

Who wrote it first? Did the victim file a complaint? How should we meas-

ure the seriousness of the plagiarism (word count, percentage of similari-

ties found by detection software, etc.)? Who denounced the guilty party? 

What is in it for them? Might they not risk being sued for libel? Etc. This 

is also the type of reasoning adopted by many specialists in copyright law. 

However, even if plagiarism is an eye-opener that puts the protagonists in 

the limelight, we should distance ourselves from this spectacular view-

point and attempt instead to understand the phenomenon.  

 
7 Sutherland-Smith W. (2008), Plagiarism, the Internet and Student Learning. Im-

proving Academic Integrity, Routledge. 
8 Pecorari D. (2008), Academic Writing and Plagiarism. A linguistic analysis, 

Continuum, London/New York. 
9 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Missionary_Church_of_Kopimism 
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In this work, I refuse to reduce the study of plagiarism to the  

relationship between plagiarist and victim. Academia now calls for an ap-

proach with the scope for understanding both the individual actor and the 

system in which he operates. This system is a backdrop to all  

disciplines, for the problem affects them all. However, as yet, there is no 

generic charter of deontology, no common university law and no explicit 

directives on integrity in academic associations and education  

establishments. In addition, no national or international body exists for 

registering complaints or mediating between plagiarized and plagiarists. 

While the thrust of many governments and universities over the past two 

decades has been to promote research integrity and publication ethics but 

individual cases do need to be investigated. There has been a lot of effort 

at the national level to address these issues through the offices of research 

integrity. Organizations, like the Committee on Public Ethics (COPE) 

provide integrity frameworks and best practices including on the issue of 

plagiarism. With respect to student plagiarism, the Centre for Academic 

Integrity in the United States is a multi-university organization dedicated 

to addressing problems of student plagiarism. Nevertheless, there is still 

a large gap between the stated rules of ethics and reality. 

This book follows the logic recommended by philosophers debating 

questions of responsibility. This is a pragmatic intellectual position that 

includes academic social responsibility – rather like corporate social re-

sponsibility enacted by companies that are accountable to their  

stakeholders (civil society, the State, clients, etc.)10 Only such an  

attitude will avoid attempts to seek the ideal culprit, a scapegoat for the 

dysfunctions within the academic system.  

 
10 Capron M. et Quairel-Lanoizelée F. (2015), L’entreprise dans la société - Une 

question politique, Paris, La Découverte, Coll. Grands repères.  
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The Ten Consequences of Plagiarism  

The seriousness of plagiarism is not relative to its quantity, but to the 

extent of its consequences. In the following pages, we present ten poten-

tial consequences of plagiarism.  

Consequence 1: Plagiarism Affects Authors 

Plagiarizing does not amount imply stealing a piece of work: it is 

claiming to be the author of that work. For the author, the feeling of hav-

ing been symbolically eliminated can be devastating. And even if nobody 

disputes that an individual has created the work in question, it is natural 

for the plagiarized to feel violated. Theft of a work of the mind is unique 

in its kind: it is a serious breach of the rights of personality. We should 

recall that the rights of the personality cannot be transmitted, so their vi-

olation requires suitable compensation. So far, the law has not provided a 

suitable framework for this.  

It is also strange that plagiarists seem unaware that their victims  

suffer. This fails to acknowledge the personal consequences for the vic-

tim. Plagiarism makes people uncomfortable, so the victim’s pain is ex-

acerbated and time fails to heal the wound:  

“I felt very bitter and totally helpless; it was a sort of ‘rape’  

because what had been plagiarized had meant huge efforts from 

me in terms of research, synthesis and thinking – it was several 

months’ worth of work.”  

In a survey11, when respondents were asked what they felt when they 

realized that they had been plagiarized, they expressed eight major  

feelings. For 25% anger was predominant (e.g. “I wanted to smash his 

face in”); for another 25%, it was injustice (e.g. “He stole months of my 

 
11 Bergadaà, M. (2015), Nos communautés disciplinaires et le plagiat, Working 

Paper 2015.02, GSEM, University of Geneva. http://responsable.unige.ch/  

assets/files/Lettre%2060/communautesdisciplinaires_final.pdf 
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work though he had contributed nothing”); for 11% of them, the feeling 

was one of helplessness (e.g. “they told me to keep quiet because he was 

an important person and nobody would want to get his back up”); for 9% 

it was disgusting (e.g. “he betrayed me while I thought of him as a big 

brother, some kind of hero, because he had already done his  

doctorate and I hadn’t”); for 8% irritation (e.g. “what a waste of time that 

I could have spent doing research!”); for 8% pride (e.g. “I told myself that 

if my director plagiarized me, then I couldn’t be such an idiot in spite of 

what he seemed to think”); for 7% astonishment (e.g. “I was amazed that 

it happened to me! I had heard of it, but I didn’t think it would happen to 

me because I took care not to leave things I’d written lying around and 

I always used my own USB sticks at conferences”); and for 7% sadness 

(e.g. “he was a friend and I can absolutely never trust him again”). 

However senior the victims, the suffering is still the same. Many  

either get used to it or become cynical. However, victims who do not 

know whom to confide in tend to turn their resentment against the  

system. Moreover, some victims are obliged to remain in establishments 

with the very people who have robbed them. Try to imagine the distress 

of the brilliant young mathematician who, on a plane journey, chatted 

about one of his ideas to a big shot in his subject – which the latter 

promptly stole!  

Consequence 2: Plagiarists Swindle… Readers  

Plagiarism threatens the foundations of knowledge. Plagiarism  

destroys the links to past knowledge by refusing readers access to sources. 

Citing sources is not intended to justify arguments or pay  

homage to authors, let alone increase their international citation index. 

Citing sources restores ideas to their “thought community” for ideas are 

not created in isolation. “You can’t build anything on shaky foundations 

or all authors drawing on counterfeit works would propagate false 

knowledge”. In the intellectual domain, it is therefore one of the most 



Why is Plagiarism so Serious? 31 

 

serious offenses. Readers deprived of sources are deprived of further 

knowledge so ultimately, knowledge itself is plagiarism’s main victim.  

However, when answering the survey question “Who does 

plagiarism hurt?”, only one out of three hundred respondents  

spontaneously mentioned the harm done to readers, whereas 97% cited 

harm to plagiarized authors and the image and reputation of the academic 

system. Considering that the respondents were senior researchers well 

versed in research methods, they were also completely aware that one of 

the premises of research is to enable readers to embark on their own pro-

cess of knowledge construction through access to sources.  

John of Salisbury (12th century) tells us that if we see more and  

further than those who went before us it is not because we are greater or 

that our sight has become more acute, it is because they have carried us 

aloft. In a rapidly changing world, it is time to return to “long-term” his-

tory12. According to that history, we are all transmitters of knowledge, 

“sitting on the shoulders of the giants” who lived before us. In other 

words, if readers cannot access the original sources, they cannot consult 

previous ideas that may inspire them to create new knowledge. Thus, pla-

giarism destroys the links that authentic researchers methodically con-

struct between their line of inquiry and their readers, between those who 

preceded them and those who follow. This is why all readers are victims 

of plagiarism.  

Consequence 3: Plagiarism Infringes Authors’ Future Rights 

When original ideas are stolen from an author, not only is he robbed 

of the result of his/her research, but also, if he continues to publish on his 

research topic he will be obliged to systematically cite his plagiarist who, 

after all, can claim prior publication. In fact, the plagiarized manuscript is 

part of a chronological sequence obliging any subsequent author on the 

 
12 Braudel F. and Matthews S. (1982), On History, The University of Chicago 

Press. 
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subject to cite this same manuscript. When plagiarism concerns a work 

the victim has already published, the damage is limited because he can 

claim his rights. However, this is a different matter for young authors who 

have only presented preliminary results at a conference or whose co-au-

thors are dishonest. In such cases, the victim often gives up on his subject 

(after studying for months or even years), thereby depriving science of his 

skills.  

Conferences acts now appear online and doctoral theses are  

displayed in universities’ open archives, accessible to all. The unscrupu-

lous help themselves to items from these sites, often managing to publish 

before the true author obtains his/her Ph.D. The same goes for reviewers 

of scientific journals who do not hesitate to steal parts of  

articles submitted for publication in the process of being reviewed. They 

too may publish before the original authors. “But how can such theft be 

proven?”, I regularly respond to researchers who notice that their plagia-

rist is a member of the review committee of the journal to which they  

submitted their manuscript. I have been told that some of these thieves 

even go as far as purposely slowing down the revision process so that they 

can publish before the true author whose text they are reviewing.  

 

Simple Blind and Double Punishment 

Paul A. is head of an active research lab. He is also a reviewer for 

prestigious journals. One day an article he received for review dealt 

with an innovative research theme that he wanted one of his PhD stu-

dents, Nadia H., to work on. He therefore gave her the paper to read, 

“to get inspiration” as he later claimed. 

The months passed. The article’s author, Mark B., finally made it 

through the second and third review stages for journal X. One day, 

Mark B. came across an article in the much less prestigious journal 

Y—whose review process in this field was far shorter. The authors of 

this article turned out to be none other than Paul and Nadia H. 
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Mark B. recognized his work immediately: a table from the first  

version of his article that was eliminated during subsequent revisions 

was right there at the center of the article in Journal Y. 

Mark B. immediately wrote to Paul A. informing him of his  

grievances. Paul A. said that he had “Left a version of the article lying 

around on his desk when he was reviewing it”, then “Not realized how 

similar the two articles were” when Nadia H. showed him the draft of 

the article that they later co-signed. He told Mark B. that he was very 

sorry.  

Mark B. was shocked and called the Chief Editor of Journal X 

where his original article was still being reviewed, informing him of 

the situation. The editor was embarrassed because Paul A. was a first-

class researcher in the profession. He advised Mark B. to stop worry-

ing, to publish another article quickly and not to make any fuss or the 

milieu might consider him as a “troublemaker”.  

Mark B. found it insulting to be obliged to cite Paul A. and Nadia 

H.’s article in all his future publications on the subject, because they 

had published it a few months before his own; he never touched on that 

research theme again.  

Years later, Mark B. has become a very well known researcher and 

is a Full Professor in a French University. However, he is still ill at 

ease. He told me: “I was too young, I didn’t have the know-how to file 

a complaint”.  

Consequence 4: Plagiarism Induces Pointless Research  

Only rarely is plagiarism a copy paste of an entire work. Most  

plagiarists borrow patchily from previous publications. It is easy to see 

how these post-modern artists proceed, composing collages of works 

from different genres or perspectives pretending to give new meaning to 

a complex reality. Their disruption of citation conventions could even be 

understood as an extension of this “creativity”. But what is the point in 
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making a patchwork of texts or ideas from different contexts and levels 

of analysis with incoherent epistemological perspectives?  

Francesco Bucci13 has analyzed the protocols of compulsive  

plagiarist Umberto Galimberti. The author shows how Galimberti’s mo-

saic of multiple borrowings organizes paragraphs or phrases from various 

authors into a seemingly coherent corpus.  

Phony Excuses for Fake Creativity  

In recent years, authors have defended literary plagiarism against a 

process that they say is only motivated by feelings of ownership; 

hence, a call for conferences written in the following terms generated 

opposition: “But can we draw a frontier between adaptation 

(considered positive) and plagiarism (considered negative)? Isn’t  

plagiarism basically nothing more than one step away from adaptation 

that is questioned by the law? Consequently, can plagiarism be thought 

of as anything other than illicit borrowing?”. Enormous numbers of 

protesting emails were sent by literary researchers who feared the 

spread of this way of thinking. For example: 

“We will end up by putting La Fontaine’s inspiration from Aesop 

on the same footing as some miserable researcher who creates a text 

by copy-pasting. Racine plagiarized Euripides, so this fraud is as good 

as Racine. What’s the problem? The problem is that Racine did not  

plagiarize Euripides, he practiced the ancients’ art of ‘imitation’, that 

is, a true aesthetic that predominated in the whole of French literature 

and the arts until the 19th century. In fact, this ‘imitation’ is an act of 

re-creation that ends up ‘dissolving’ the original model: Euripides’ 

Hippolyta is reduced to an insignificant backdrop, leaving in her stead 

 
13 Bucci F. (2011), Umberto Galimberti e la mistificazione intellettuale. Teoria e 

pratica di “copia e incolla” filosofico. Un clamoroso caso di clonazione libraria, 

Roma, Coniglio Editore. 
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Racine’s Phaedra enlightened by the Jansenist philosophy of the 17th  

century. 

 Literary or artistic imitation is invention based on an absolute  

attachment to the past. It is thus a prodigious cultural leap: only an 

uncultured idiot could think of comparing this to a crude mechanism 

of copy paste. We therefore need to restore their true meaning to 

words: translation, aesthetics of imitation, adaptation, parody, plagia-

rism, etc. each of these terms refer to different things”. 

Plagiarism has nothing to do with parody nor is it an ontological  

perspective that seriously seeks to question a discipline’s dominant think-

ing. Unfortunately, readers are unaware that they are looking at a phony 

product; they think they are dealing with an artist or scientist inspired by 

intuition14. I have come across countless doctoral theses that cite unread 

authors. This practice came to my attention a long time ago: a young au-

thor had had a brilliant idea about my own doctoral subject;  

I asked him to send the text he was thinking of publishing. However, 

when, at the end of the thesis, I wanted to cite him correctly in my  

bibliography, I learned that he had died without publishing his text. To 

pay him the homage he deserved, I therefore acted as if he had published 

his text in the form of a work-in-progress from his university. I observe 

this reference in all the writings of those who work on this topic. Now, 

who could have read this author and detected his intelligence except me, 

for only I had seen his unpublished text? What used to be a rather crude, 

small-scale business with relatively limited consequences has today be-

come common practice thanks to “Ctrl C + Ctrl V”. Fake knowledge be-

gins with a paraphrase and continues with a collage, it starts with citations, 

and then omitting citations, the author turns into a plagiarist and the 

 
14 French readers will remember the pastiche published by Manuel Quinon and 

Arnaud Saint-Martin in the journal directed by M. Maffesoli, a post-modernist 

author: Tremblay J.-P., 2014, “Automobilités postmodernes : quand l'Autolib' fait 

sensation à Paris”, Sociétés, 4, 126, pp. 115-124.  
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plagiarist is a copier—the way to fake knowledge is paved with such in-

ventions.  

Consequence 5: Plagiarism Defrauds the System  

Nobody has more than twenty-four hours in a day. If you know how 

long it takes to produce a decent piece of research, the number of  

publications in certain researchers’ CVs is truly miraculous! Plagiarism 

makes it easy to lengthen the list of publications on a CV and when pro-

motion or recruitment commissions seek quantity, they offer  

plagiarist positions they should never have obtained. Plagiarism thus re-

sults in favoring the cheat to the detriment of the honest author. We should 

mention that self-plagiarism – using the same article to increase the num-

ber of publications on a CV – is also fraud.  

Many “authors” publish rehashed versions of their previously  

published texts; they claim that this is just a way to diffuse their  

research. However, if these authors do not cite their previous work in the 

bibliography, if they do not write words such as “This article is broadly 

inspired by our previous publication…”; and if they do not ask the  

editors for permission to reproduce their texts, they are certainly  

committing fraud. They are also knowingly deceiving society about their 

true rate of productivity. To this litany of fraudulent practices, we can add 

the “gift author” who requests – or accepts – that his name be added to an 

article to which he has not contributed. Here again this is a way of appro-

priating the work of others. 

 

Authors’ Different Viewpoints 

In 2012, Marius S. discovered a translation of a paper published as 

a book chapter in Portuguese. The order of the authors was: Roberto 

T., Kevin R., Marius S. It had been changed since the working-paper 

he wrote under the supervision of Kevin R. in 2007. 
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In 2007, Marius S. was positioned as the main author. He was  

unhappy because a young professor, Roberto T., was added as a third 

author as a “gift author”.  

Marius S. had tried to discuss the matter with Kevin R., but Kevin 

replied that it was normal to help Roberto T. who was trying to get  

tenure. 

In 2012, the situation had changed. Roberto T. was by then profes-

sor in charge of a Chair; this position enabled him to offer the now 

retired Kevin R. excellent working conditions. Marius S. was working 

for another university. 

Marius S. decided not to file a complaint. Why? Because Kevin R. 

was sincerely convinced that he had been doing well when he added 

the names of authors to his publications to facilitate their career. 

And what about theses awarded to authors who have plagiarized? The 

examiners must be held fully responsible, but the directors of  

educational establishments are also to blame. In the eyes of the  

socio-economic milieu, they are supposed to guarantee the validity of the 

diplomas their university delivers. Once graduates have their thesis, they 

will occupy positions in civil society that match their presumed compe-

tences. What should we say to students who do not plagiarize but obtain 

their qualifications through hard work, if we take no sanctions against 

those who cheat? 

We can draw a parallel with doping in sport. For decades, this was 

ignored; growing competition in terms of performance magnified the risk 

of fraud. Likewise, in certain establishments, plagiarism that was ignored 

has now become rife. How can we set up control procedures for students, 

when certain representatives of authority are convicted of  

plagiarism? It appears that even in cases where guilt is admitted, it is dif-

ficult for most institutions to get rid of an unscrupulous colleague, even 

more so if he has become director of a lab, is a Dean or even the President 

of a university. But plagiarism always rises to the surface sooner or later. 

This unhealthy atmosphere is upsetting for all honest individuals who 
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frequently come across recognized plagiarists against whom the system 

cannot or will not act.  

When, for the same offense, the academic system acts with  

repression for some and impunity for others, it puts the total incoherence 

of academia under the spotlight. The procedures that do exist –  

administrative enquiries to carry out investigations and implement  

sanctions – were designed for occasional and exceptional errors of all 

types. They are not suited to the current situation of plagiarism. If we do 

not adopt a suitable attitude, we are likely to cause a split in our research 

community like that in certain countries with two-speed systems: we will 

see researchers who are highly ethical and others whose universe is 

bounded by corruption. 

Consequence 6: Plagiarism also Encourages Sloppy Research  

Plagiarism gradually saps authors’ confidence, as what starts as a 

“one-off” may grow into an offense the plagiarist can no longer do with-

out. From plagiarizing here and there, the lapses become more and more 

frequent until this laziness becomes a habit that ignores any moral distinc-

tion. As we will see in chapter 3, some plagiarists know that what they 

are doing is not right; however, they gradually bend the rules and care-

lessness – or even addiction – sets in. In the gray area of sloppy research, 

the frontier between real science and fake knowledge becomes blurred. 

What was initially probably no more than a one-off, gradually morphs 

into dishonest behavior, and dishonest behavior results in sloppy research. 

A researcher who does not hesitate to lift others’ ideas or cheat in publi-

cations is likely to take the same approach when it comes to “inventing” 

empirical evidence. 

The lack of checks and sanctions has led to an increase in the  

frequency and visibility of plagiarism. This affects the speed with which 

individuals become deviant15. In this way, plagiarism is like social 

 
15 Pillon V. (2014), Normes et déviances, Paris, Bréal, coll. Thèmes & Débats. 
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drinking: it can be seen but not named, it is concealed beneath good man-

ners but it damages your health. At work, tolerance for or  

resignation towards the vice pushes perpetrators on their way down the 

slippery slope.  

Some plagiarists are very well integrated in their professional milieu. 

Those whom we have called the “swindlers” (cf. chapter 3) are thus per-

fectly at ease inside this system whose intricacies they know by heart. A 

certain form of corruption – a little perk offered here or there, monetary 

exchange in the form of grants or favors or even a name added to an article 

– results in stifling the scruples of the few people inclined to resist. From 

then on, the longer it goes on, the more difficult it is to blow the whistle. 

Plagiarists can count on all sorts of support in their professional environ-

ment.  

 

The Scruples of a Thesis Supervisor  

Luke T. is a well-known researcher. He was embarrassed because 

Julian, one of his former doctoral students, has been convicted of  

plagiarism. Over 20 pages of Julian’s thesis were copied straight from 

a book that had appeared a few years previously. 

For over six years, each time I met him at scientific advisory  

committees, Luke always reiterated publicly: “Plagiarism is serious, 

but less so than scientific fraud”. What could we say to this declara-

tion?  

But one day, Luke T. explained to me in private: “I say that  

plagiarism is less serious than scientific fraud because if someone  

plagiarizes to that extent in the conceptual part of their thesis, how can 

we make sure that the data analysis, or even the data itself, is not  

invented?”. 

I replied with some irony: “Given the way the first part of the  

manuscript was plagiarized, it is certainly highly likely that the second 

part contained fabricated data”. 
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Consequence 7: Plagiarism Obstructs the Work of Scientific  

Journals  

A persistent myth is that scientific journals remain the guardians of 

academic knowledge. Rowland16 identifies four basic functions of  

scientific journals on which there is a broad consensus in the scientific 

milieu17: diffusing knowledge, archiving canons of knowledge, quality 

control of publications and attributing authors’ reputation and rankings. 

These journals are essential to academia, whose social world classifies 

researchers into those who are (or are not) suitable to be hired by an insti-

tution, or become directors of laboratories or research centers, for exam-

ple.  

However, today, these scientific journals, whether paper-based or 

online, no longer archive more than a limited quantity of what is  

published and some fail to examine the quality of the articles they  

contain. Furthermore, authors find it difficult to check the authenticity of 

articles submitted for publication because of the increasing number of pa-

pers submitted. Hence, given the long-time gap between an article’s pub-

lication and its withdrawal in case of plagiarism, journals may find it dif-

ficult to guarantee their contributors’ authenticity.  However, many 

professional editorial organizations (e.g., ISMTE18) work to support edi-

torial integrity and many journals are dedicated to publication ethics and 

integrity.  

Journal editors are the first affected by requests for the withdrawal of 

publications. The number of retracted articles is estimated at 500 to 600 

per year19. Various reasons are given: a few are sincere mistakes, but a lot 

lack scientific integrity. They contain plagiarism, self-plagiarism, and in-

ventions of co-authors or fabrication of results. Plagiarism thus upsets 

 
16 Rowland F. (2002), The Peer-Review Process, Learned Publishing, 15, 4, 247-

258. 
17 Journals with a Peer Review Process. 
18 International Society of Managing And Technical Editors. 
19 Larousserie D., 11 mai 2015, Des faussaires dans les labos, Le Monde.  
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journals’ production process: when articles are withdrawn, journals suffer 

financially, so editors in chief take every precaution before doing this. 

During this time lapse, plagiarists see their citation index grow while their 

victims are left looking for a solution. 

Editorial Allegory  

Below is an exchange between Vince D., the plagiarized author,  

Fatima G. and Alexander L., the plagiarists, and John T., Chief editor 

of Journal X that has an impact factor of 1.9  

• 31 October 2014. Letter from Vince D. to John T. (copied to  

Fatima G. and Alexander L.): “I bring your attention to the fact 

that one of the articles published in Journal X is the translation 

of an article published in Y. Plagiarizing the work of another 

author is contrary to morals, not to mention the damage it does 

to the editor’s reputation. This article published in your Journal  

containing plagiarism should be withdrawn from your publica-

tion and reported to the appropriate authorities.” 

• 2 November 2014. Fatima’s reply: “I am really very surprised 

by this letter. The two texts are completely different. The sub-

jects of the two papers are different; the data are different; the 

results are different. We only use Vincent’s methodology and a 

very large number of papers use the same methodology.”  

• 2 November 2014.  Alexander's reply: “I am very surprised by 

this accusation. The analysis we use is a very old method. The 

subject of the text is different, two different themes, two different 

papers, two different datasets and two results, except for using 

the same methodology.” 

• 3 November 2014. John’s reply to Fatima G. and Alexander L. 

(copy to Vince): “Dear authors, I agree with you 100%. When 

someone makes allegations of plagiarism, we have to conduct 

a thorough investigation. We never withdraw papers from our 
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publication unless there is clear and obvious plagiarism. Here 

we have found no proof of plagiarism in your paper. Thank you 

for having allowed us to publish your paper in our Journal. You 

might like to know that your paper has been downloaded 94 

times since June 30, 2014, when it was first put online.  

Regards.” 

The speed of reaction – three days – of this editor in chief who had 

not bothered to undertake the slightest investigation to check the num-

ber of pages that had been copy-pasted and translated, is disconcerting 

to say the least. Certainly, admitting that the whole of the methodology 

was plagiarized leaves room to doubt the reality of the data and results 

proposed. Might these not be fictitious, for they are presented as result-

ing from a specific methodological protocol designed for a completely 

different dataset from a different field of experiment?  

What direct sanction does this lax editor in chief risk? None at all.  

Consequence 8: Plagiarism Brings Out the Worst in People  

Plagiarism discredits the whole profession, so plagiarism scandals 

also affect those who are not guilty, encouraging rumors about their in-

tegrity. In this way, people who have published a few poorly  

constructed sentences find themselves suspected of plagiarism. This is 

even more upsetting for those holding high academic, political or  

religious positions. Such rumors may be spread by interests that have 

nothing to do with academia. These “plagiarism hunters” fan the flames 

of the gutter press and spread the word about cases which have never been 

properly examined. However, nobody has the right to be a  

self-appointed prosecutor and to spread rumor over social networks or 

blogs: 

“One must be aware that any community can only thrive if, with 

humanism and civic sense, there is a call for mutual respect, 
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whereby one is willing to do things so that the group works. The 

example of civil wars shows that ideological conflicts are often an 

opportunity to act in ways that are extremely ‘uncivil’, that is, to 

do things that are certain to have a negative effect on the group20” 

Indeed, not all plagiarists should be regarded in the same way.  

Labeling anyone who has ever stepped out of line regarding a given 

norm21 as a “plagiarist” is too easy. Leaving out five or six references in 

a text of 300 pages is not a matter for a highly publicized trial.  

Stigmatizing careless researchers for exceptional errors could result in 

preventing them from ever wishing to publish again, or even continuing 

their research. Plagiarist profiling22 provides an analysis of the facts that 

should curb the enthusiasm of certain journalists. Complaints about pla-

giarism need to be dispassionate and sanctions should weigh up the vic-

tims’ demands against the seriousness of the offense committed.  

 

A Plagiarist’s Wounds  

Tom P. was a very young well-liked researcher. While one of his  

articles was awaiting an official publication, his Belgian University 

made it available on its website. Another researcher, Johnathan O., 

who was employed by an American university and cited in Tom’s ar-

ticle, read the article online and considered, quite rightly, that it was 

not sufficiently sourced. He opened a blog that in just 48 hours became 

a freeway for all types of slander and aggression.  

It was only after the blog had done its damage that Johnathan  

contacted Tom and informed several of his university colleagues about 

Tom’s plagiarism.  

 
20 Citation by Philippe Cibois, president of the Association française de sociolo-

gie, 15 décembre 2010. 
21 Becker H., 1963, Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, New York: 

The Free Press of Glencoe. 
22 See our methodology in appendix 1. 
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After a brief exchange of mails between Tom P. and Johnathan O., 

Tom admitted the citation errors and rectified them. This minimal  

response did not satisfy Johnathan O. who used plagiarism detection 

software to identify 10 more minor citation errors in Tom’s articles.  

After this, Tom P. read Johnathan’s blog and demanded that he  

closes it immediately. Johnathan apologized, finally realizing the harm 

he had caused… the damage was already done. 

• In terms of plagiarism, Tom P. recognized his “mistakes” but  

considered that he had corrected them. When he found out that 

his university had taken a firm stand against him, blaming him 

for plagiarism, he felt betrayed and strongly contested the sanc-

tion.  

• The slander and its consequences deeply affected Tom P. in his 

private life: He wanted to put an end to his career. His  

department head defended him with this call for caution:  

“We must be aware of the danger! Soon our researchers will no 

 longer dare to publish! Those who want to give themselves a 

bit of cheap publicity simply denounce others for plagiarism!” 

The above example highlights two inseparable problems that need 

to be dealt with: plagiarism and slander. 

Consequence 9: Plagiarism Harms Educational Establishments  

In an Institute survey, 37% of respondents declared the main victim 

of researchers’ plagiarism to be the academic system and its reputation. 

According to these respondents, the system’s credibility and public image 

are damaged because when the media exposes plagiarism, it harms all ac-

ademic stakeholders. Today, social media often acts more quickly than 

official inquiry boards even when these do try to deal with cases that come 

up.  
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This was the case when a victim’s entire thesis was plagiarized. He 

used his social networks to denounce the plagiarist. Multiple tweets drew 

the authorities’ attention to the affair and they blocked the 

 plagiarist’s route to a tenured position.  

“X was interviewed by the recruitment committee for a  

permanent position. He recognized his plagiarism and looked 

completely despondent. The committee wrote a report that ended 

his career in higher education. On the other hand, I was very  

upset by the slow reaction of University Y that had granted him 

his doctorate! You can’t count on the universities to communicate 

these cases, you have to do everything yourself.” 23  

Universities that tolerate plagiarism damage the image of their  

establishments. Since organizations and academic establishments hire 

collaborators according to their qualifications, examiners who hand out 

token theses to plagiarizing doctoral students facilitate the careers of 

frauds. It would be surprising if these new recruits suddenly developed 

impeccable moral standards in their new milieu, but their Alma Mater has 

guaranteed their integrity. Given this situation, high quality  

researchers may hesitate to apply for positions in institutions rumored to 

harbor plagiarists. It is therefore down to establishment heads to protect 

the reputation and image of their collaborators and students. This is in 

their own interests and in the interests of society at large. 

The majority of establishment directors are aware that they must  

protect the reputation and image of their establishment; they know they 

can no longer stifle the affairs that come to light. They also realize that, 

on both conceptual and practical levels, plagiarism committed by  

students and that committed by collaborators must be dealt with as one. 

Even a few years ago, the majority of establishment heads considered 

whistle-blowers as troublemakers to be silenced. However, with the 

 
23 After two years, the thesis was finally annulled and the Director of the estab-

lishment received a formal warning. 
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multiplication of communication channels (blogs, Twitter and social net-

works) this attitude is no longer tenable.  

Storms in Seats of Learning  

No country is spared from plagiarism especially if perpetrated by  

establishment directors. Here are a few cases that have made headlines 

in French-speaking countries over the past five years. 

In March 2011, the President of the University of French Polynesia 

announced his resignation. This came about after a year of toing and 

froing. Only a solid dossier proving that he had plagiarized Umberto 

Eco forced him to resign. Even so, to obtain his departure, Claude 

Hagège, honorary professor at the Collège de France, and Maurice 

Godelier, a CNRS Gold medalist, had to intervene.  

Between 2012 and 2014, the Swiss University of Neuchâtel hit the 

headlines over the case of plagiarism from one of its institute directors. 

Since he had good lawyers, he was not fired.  

In 2014, the Free University of Brussels was front page news: the 

president of its board of administration had to resign because his  

commencement speech was found to have plagiarized a text by Jacques 

Chirac. We have every reason to believe that similar cases are yet to 

be discovered.  

Once hit by the full impact of the problem, establishment directors are 

more likely to seek protection from this type of behavior. However, insti-

tutional change is neither quick nor simple. The University of  

Neuchâtel came up with anti-plagiarism regulations for students and col-

laborators on 1 August 2015 – nearly three years after the local press had 

revealed the case mentioned in the box above. 

Consequence 10: Fighting Plagiarism is Expensive  

Any university that chooses to fight plagiarism must first set up an 

investigation commission; the investigations will likely be long and 
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costly. Today, nobody knows the true cost of such investigations that in-

clude lawyers’ and other investigators’ fees, time lost by all  

involved, reputation costs, etc. Furthermore, when plagiarism is discov-

ered in research laboratories or other university departments, more time 

must be spent checking that it has not spread throughout the establish-

ment. For example, in a case of scientific fraud in Luxemburg, specialists 

from each discipline checked the practices of all the suspected plagiarist’s 

collaborators.  

Ultimately, the cost of investigations is often met by research  

budgets, meaning that they are paid by the taxpayer. One day, perhaps the 

principle of “the polluter pays” 24 will be applied to plagiarism. Then es-

tablishments who do not do enough to root it out will be sanctioned by 

the State and those that adopt anti-plagiarism policies will be able to re-

coup the costs of the plagiarist himself, or from his faculty.  

But we are a long way from that. Today establishments are ranked 

internationally in terms of their research productivity and to a lesser ex-

tent, for their pedagogy. World rankings do not take the ethical  

dimension into account. None of them, for example the Shanghai  

rankings, has any criteria (or even weighting attached to existing  

criteria) to assess establishments for their measures to prevent and  

punish plagiarism. On the other hand, the ranking organizations can 

hardly be blamed for this omission, since there is no universal norm re-

garding plagiarism.  

Such a norm should be put forward by a summit organization; 

 however, discussions on the subject have a hard time getting off the 

ground in inter-establishment bodies. A case in point is the Canadian 

BCI25, a private organization that gathers directors of Quebecois  

University establishments. In this communication forum, the themes are 

generally political, strategic or structural (for example, relations with 

 
24 We refer to environmental laws that stipulate that the costs of preventing, re-

ducing and combatting pollution should be borne by the polluting party. 
25 The Bureau de coopération interuniversitaire. 
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government, student mobility or the price of renting classrooms) and there 

have not yet been any in-depth debates about changes in knowledge pro-

duction. In France, a National Charter for Research Deontology26 was set 

up in January 2015, and in January 2016 the Secretary of State for Higher 

Education and Research mandated a mission to discuss scientific integ-

rity. Since then this working group has made recommendations about the 

organization of research. It proposes ways of implementing good practice 

in scientific integrity. Plagiarism is included in their reflections and ac-

tions, putting it on an equal footing with scientific fraud. 

The Law Does Not Cater to Academia    

The law should respond to the needs of plagiarism victims27. Below, 

you will find references and suggestions based on recent research. The 

laws applicable to plagiarism must change if they are to be fit for  

purpose in a knowledge-based society. 

Legislation and Academia: An Awkward Partnership  

In the absence of clear measures about academic plagiarism, the only 

option for victims facing the institutional law of silence is to attempt legal 

prosecution28. This is ponderous, costly and also very long. Moreover, 

prosecution is not always possible because the law only recognizes coun-

terfeiting as a criminal or civil offense: in matters of counterfeiting it is 

necessary to prove the offense both in terms of content and form.  

Victims of plagiarism thus suffer a double penalty as they alone bear 

the weight of a procedure where they will never get their time or money 

 
26 https://inra-dam-front-resources-cdn.brainsonic.com/ressources/afile/273217-

577c2-resource-charte-nationale-de-la-deontologie-pdf.html 
27 We would like to thank Catherine de Gourcuff, Court lawyer, Paris, for her 

patient explanations and for re-reading the legal terms used in this section.  
28 Guglielmi G. J. et Koubi G. (2012), Le plagiat de la recherche scientifique, 

Paris : Librairie générale de droit et de jurisprudence. 



Why is Plagiarism so Serious? 49 

 

back. Researchers do not make fortunes from their intellectual work and 

prosecuting to prove authorship has consequences, including financial 

ones. This was the case for Tom in 2009. As the author of a doctoral thesis 

on literary and artistic property, he sued Eleanore to obtain  

recognition that she had “forged” her doctoral manuscript. The verdict in 

2011 noted that Eleanore confessed the plagiarism; Tom was awarded 

1500 euros in total compensation for the violation of his moral rights only; 

the court refused to recognize the violation of the right to  

disclosure as well as the existence of any distinct moral prejudice.  

Tom then wrote: 

“Apparently, the plagiarized only suffer from moral prejudice and 

are not welcome before the law. O Ye Plagiarized—prepare to re-

sign yourselves! Plagiarists rejoice! This decision cannot fail to 

encourage plagiarism unless from now on, victims decide go be-

fore criminal courts where the State pays most of the costs.”  

Indeed, it is difficult to get court to accept that a thesis is a life  

support (in the economic sense of the term) for a university career.  

To accept material damage, the court requires proof of loss of revenue or 

of profit that has been directly gained by the counterfeiter. This is very 

difficult to prove for intellectual property.  

Another sanction is more commonly applied in cases of plagiarism 

than other areas of intellectual protection. This is the publication of the 

decision to re-establish the victim’s rights (paid for by the defense). The 

cost in France is about 5000 euros per publication. The prejudice  

suffered by a scientist concerns his/her reputation. Criminal law has noth-

ing to do with the discussion on plagiarism even if plagiarism means 

cheating the system29.  

 
29 Guglielmi G. J. et Koubi G. (2012), Op. Cit. 
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System Failure 

In 2006, Gabriel P. defended his thesis supervised by Nathan at the 

University of X (in a European country). Two years later, Nathan X. (a 

colleague) sent Gabriel P. a document, asking him to look at it. It was part 

of the Lucas Y. manuscript. Gabriel P. immediately recognized his own 

text in the forty pages Lucas Y. had submitted. He subsequently sent his 

own manuscript to Lucas’s thesis supervisor.  

Once they had been informed of the facts, the University of Y  

(another European country) where Lucas Y. was to defend his thesis, an-

nounced the definitive cancellation of Lucas’s thesis defense.  

In March 2009, Gabriel P. prosecuted Lucas Y. for infringing the cop-

yright of his thesis. He asked the court to say that by literally copying his 

thesis, Lucas Y. was guilty of counterfeiting, that he should be forbidden 

to reproduce, have reproduced or use his thesis in any way whatsoever; 

moreover, it should be confiscated along with all other copies of the coun-

terfeit document.  

He also demanded that Lucas Y. pay him 60 thousand euros in com-

pensation for the violation of his material rights and 90 thousand euros in 

compensation for his moral rights. Finally, he requested that the verdict 

be published in four newspapers of his choice. 

The court’s decision stated that counterfeit had been established but 

that no advantage had been taken of ownership since the thesis had not 

been circulated beyond the jury and had never been defended before the 

examiners. The court noted that it was up to the university authorities to 

deal with the possible consequences of the fact that, as Gabriel P.  

mentioned, Lucas Y. had been able to defend a second thesis at another 

university (in a shorter time frame), and to decide whether they wished to 

retain Lucas Y. as a collaborator. The verdict was published in two news-

papers at Lucas’s expense.  

Gabriel P. obtained 10,000 euros for moral prejudice for the  

“borrowing” had been massive and wholesale (several volumes literally 



Why is Plagiarism so Serious? 51 

 

copied); however, he obtained nothing in terms of material rights. Let us 

analyze this case.  

• The counterfeit was recognized by the Tribunal de Grande  

Instance de Paris, as soon as it was denounced by one of the mem-

bers of the university examining committee. We thus insist again 

on the responsibility that each thesis examiner exercises in the 

name of society. 

• In all, Gabriel P. lived for two years with this court case  

hanging over him. Given the confusion and doubt created by the 

illicit copying of his work, he was not able to publish his thesis 

before obtaining a final decision from the court. He therefore lost 

these precious years where he might have advanced his career.  

• It was this loss of time that the court found it difficult to  

estimate as material rights. However, we know that it was not  

really income that Gabriel P. lost, but reputation, which is so 

important in the informal world of academia.  

• Gabriel P. was preoccupied during this time, spending days and 

nights preparing documents for his lawyers. This time could have 

been spent on productive research. 

• As for Lucas Y., he enrolled at Z University (in Europe) for a doc-

toral thesis in another discipline. He defended his thesis  

successfully in October 2009 with no problem. He then succes-

sively became a lecturer, a course director in an academic institu-

tion and finally the director of a higher education establishment.  

• Lucas Y. was only punished for his action on one level: after the 

verdict had been published, he was obliged to give up his  

directorship.  

The above illustrates that the academic and civil systems have  

absolutely nothing to gain from passing the buck to each other.  
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Copyright  

Why do all plagiarists so easily ignore the clear-cut laws on  

intellectual property? The fact that the law itself seems to ignore the term 

“plagiarism” and only deals with “forgery” (or counterfeiting) is no ex-

cuse for this. The rules of intellectual property (copyright, brands, patents, 

etc.) are relatively standardized internationally: Copyright is subject to the 

Berne convention for the protection of Literacy and Artistic Works of 

1886. This means that even States with different legal systems should be 

able to find cross-border solutions.  

The scope of this book does not cover the details about the  

difference between copyright (or economic protection) and authors’ rights 

(that protect the author) – since excellent works already exist on this sub-

ject30. However, the whole issue breeds confusion, for in a  

globalized world, many researchers think that the famous © sign  

protects their creations. They do not understand that this copyright is 

ceded to editors of journals or books. When a text, photo or diagram is 

reproduced without express permission, even when it is marked  

“Copyright x” the rights of the original authors are not respected. In the 

United States, the © sign was originally meant to identify works that had 

filed for copyright (a necessary measure for protection in the US).  

However, since the United States signed up to the Berne convention in 

1988, the law has been modified: works are protected even when they 

have not filed for copyright. The habit of marking © has remained, but 

this has no real legal effect. In fact, any cession of rights must be made 

explicitly.  

 
30 Benhamou F. et Farchy J. (2009), Droit d’auteur et copyright, Paris, La Décou-

verte, coll. Repères. 
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Do Not Cut!  

Gill D., a doctoral student, wrote a 700-page thesis – essentially a 

compilation of documents on a natural phenomenon with no attempt to 

provide meaning or explanation. Gill D., used numerous photos and 

illustrations found on the Web, clearly marking the copyright on these 

cut-and-pasted documents.  

However, Michael H., a photographer specialized in the natural  

phenomenon in question, went public with his anger about being cop-

ied, writing:  

“My photo was reframed and the central element in the original was 

cut. The photo thus loses all its value as an informational document: I 

purposely framed it with this element in relation with possible risks for 

goods.”  

“If I mark highly informative photos with a clear copyright, it is so 

that I can check how they are used.” 

“I certify that at no time did Gill D. ask for my permission to  

reproduce this photo in a document that would be published by her 

 university. I never signed any cession of rights or copyright according 

to conventional formulas such as: ‘I, Michael H. accept that my photo, 

entitled ‘XXX’ be published in the thesis manuscript of Gill D. and by 

so doing, transfer my copyright to her university.’” 

“Note that if Gill D. had asked permission to use the photo, and if 

she had tried to understand its informational value, I would have been  

delighted to give her additional information so that she could under-

stand the photo’s scope and enhance her work.”  

“Kindly note that I request the withdrawal of this photo because it 

was used without authorization in a format that completely alters its 

meaning; this request conforms to articles L111-1 and L121-1 of the 

Code of intellectual property.” 

The above shows that laws do exist, whether they are civil or  

academic. The problem in cases of plagiarism is to know who will blow 
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the whistle. Even if everyone recognizes that plagiarism is an offense, it 

is sometimes difficult to ask victims to prosecute, especially if the  

plagiarists and plagiarized are deceased, write in different languages or if 

multiple sources are concerned. The following box tells the story of a 

patchwork thesis made up of plagiarizing from over fifty different  

authors. Some are university professors, other authors from civil society. 

None of them have any interest in prosecuting collectively or individually. 

Some would see this type of thesis as an attack on knowledge and an ex-

ample of intolerable negligence on the part of the Head thesis examiner. 

Others would consider that the impact of the attack on their personal cre-

ation was very diluted because of the high number of victims. In this sit-

uation, how can such a hotch-potch of individuals prosecute?  

The Thesis and the 56 Victims  

In 2015, Peter P. wrote to the legal department of an important  

university to file a complaint. After several vain attempts, he obtained 

the manuscript of a suspected doctoral thesis completed in 2013: it was 

in a format compatible with plagiarism detection software.  

So far, 56 authors have been identified as being plagiarized in this 

case. How could a mosaic of so many different authors result in  

anything coherent? Some authors were robbed of ten lines, another  

thirty, some were academic researchers, other independent authors and 

various disciplines were represented. One of the victims asked for  

advice as to whether to file a complaint and received the following  

reply:  

“Academic duty demands intransigence towards impostors who 

steal qualifications and positions and who swindle not only readers, 

but also thesis supervisors (whose supervision may not always be strict 

enough). 

Defending academic integrity demands courage and determination 

as well as solidarity with like-minded peers. 
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However, academic freedom includes freedom from pressure. So it 

is in your own conscience that you have to decide whether or not to 

join those who have filed a complaint in this case. You have to consider 

every aspect of your own situation. Whichever option you choose, you 

must be sure that you will not regret the outcome.” 

We need to reverse our reasoning so that the onus is on institutions to 

protect their authors rather than leaving the plagiarized floundering 

amidst inadequate legal and academic support. Editors and university es-

tablishments should act to protect their authors and their readers. In the 

right framework, failure to check for plagiarism could be considered an 

offense. There could be a law in favor of the “deontological duty of pla-

giarism detection31”. Furthermore, any disciplinary community should be 

able to file a complaint to defend its collective interests. After all, the ob-

jective is to protect the general interest in the matter of knowledge.  

Threats of Libel  

These threats sometimes come from individuals with high academic 

responsibilities or from plagiarists’ lawyers; their main objective is intim-

idation. For example, a plagiarist’s lawyer wrote to defend his client: 

“Martha C. faces serious accusations of plagiarism through a con-

temptible procedure that combines the lack of any complaint and 

anonymous accusation. These have been widely circulated 

throughout the community. She will sue for libel and intends to do 

the same for any other similar accusation” 

In reality, few people know the libel laws inside out and many of those 

who brandish this threat have not really analyzed their situation thor-

oughly. 

The following case study should reassure those who are threatened. It 

is legitimate to be afraid when threatened in strong terms often couched 

 
31 Benhamou F. et Farchy J. (2009), op. cit. 
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in legal language. However, in spite of the common occurrence of such 

threats, I do not know of one single case of libel involving  

academic plagiarism that has reached the end of the procedure.  

 

The First Threat 

In 2004, the director of a well-known website selling online thesis 

sent an email complaining that he was displayed on the  

“Responsible.unige.ch” site under the heading “They help our students 

to cheat”, and threatening us with a libel suit. I then suggested that all 

his documents be accessible via Turnitin or Urkund software. That was 

the last we heard of him, but his site is still active today.  

Many sites that sell research online display declarations such as the 

one on a North American site offering thesis writing services: “Any 

form of plagiarism, copy/paste and/or paraphrasing without proper ci-

tation is not tolerated on ProfEssays·com. To address the issue of pla-

giarism we have developed a bi-level anti-plagiarism quality control 

system. Each completed custom essay and term paper is automatically 

scanned using our anti-plagiarism software. After passing this first 

level of security, the essay goes to the Expert Service Department to be  

manually checked for plagiarism by our team. As a result of such  

scrutiny all custom essays delivered by ProfEssays·com are 100%  

authentic. Our highly effective anti-plagiarism and quality controls, 

despite their costs, allow ProfEssays·com to remain one of the few  

essay writing companies that provide quality research assistance while 

at the same time maintaining the academic integrity of their clients”.  

Nevertheless, the protection promised by the “ethical” charters of 

these sites selling ready-to-use theses is not watertight. For example, 

Edward L. uploaded a paper on the site. Bobby W. downloaded it and 

paid Edward L. for the service; Edward L. subsequently received his 

royalties.  
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Sometime later, Bobby W., considering that he was the owner of 

the text he had bought, put it on his blog under his name. Charles T. 

then copied the text and submitted it as a final report for one of his 

courses. This third “author” was caught and punished. Charles T.’s 

University found no better solution than to ask Bobby W. to file a com-

plaint so that they could expel Charles T. 

In a state of panic, Bobby W. asked me for advice … and I asked 

the director of the site selling theses for his opinion. Edward L.’s  

original text had been withdrawn the very day it was sold. 

 

Many laws on libel originate in article 11 of the 1789 French Decla-

ration of the Rights of Man and the citizen that states:  

“The free communication of thoughts and opinions is one of the 

most precious rights of Man: all Citizens can speak, write, and 

print freely except in response to abuse of this freedom in the cases 

determined by the law.” 

Today, article 10 of the European Convention of Human Rights 

(ECHR) safeguards the right to freedom of expression. It includes  

freedom of opinion and freedom to receive or communicate information 

or ideas without any interference from public authorities and without  

consideration for national borders. The public interest takes priority when 

determining whether the content of the communication violates the repu-

tation of a person or an organization.  

The jurisprudence of the ECHR is more favorable to freedom of  

expression than the traditional internal laws of the various countries in 

Europe, particularly when the content is relevant to public debate or the 

general interest as in the case of plagiarism. This European jurisprudence 

has influenced the national courts. The essential thing about libel is that it 

attacks the honor and/or reputation of the person or body involved. There 

is a highly precise corpus of precedence with a framework for the proce-

dure and a basis for discussion. Anyone who threatens their peers with 
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libel suits should first make sure that their lawyer masters the libel laws 

perfectly.  

From a semiotic point of view, we should also understand the  

meaning of the “honor” defended by a libel suit. Honor is accorded to 

those who conform to custom and who consequently benefit from the es-

teem of members of society. Shedding doubt on a person’s probity de-

creases this esteem. However, to be considered libelous in the eyes of the 

law, the accusation must target a specific, clearly identified or  

identifiable people. It must accuse that person of defined actions the ac-

cusation must be public. In such conditions, libel is a formal offense and 

the relevant procedure is highly technical and bound by a very short time 

frame.  

Evoking good faith may extenuate or even wipe out the accusation of 

libel. So, Belgian newspapers regularly talk about cases of plagiarism re-

vealed by professors who fear no retribution. For example, the paper “la 

libre.be” regularly writes about current cases of plagiarism. In  

Quebec, to avoid libel, it is enough that the information is correct and 

published for a viable reason. And what could be more factual and  

viable than a case of admitted plagiarism? In Switzerland, the evidence is 

widely accepted if the author can provide proof of the truth or of his good 

faith; especially if there is no deliberate intention to cause harm. Here 

again the facts must conform to reality and the author of the  

presumed libel should have serious reason to believe that his  

declarations reflected that reality.  

These laws are continuously shifting, partly due to the influence of the 

Internet and they need to be amended. Many would-be whistle  

blowers are put off by threats of libel lawsuits, drawn-out procedures and 

their apparently random nature. The libel laws were drawn up in an era 

when a single newspaper could have thousands of readers. In sum, the 

only interest of libel trials for guilty plagiarists is to gain time and remain 

in their high institutional positions for as long as possible.  

Furthermore, libel laws no longer discriminate between those who have 
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solid reasons to denounce plagiarism and those who are merely seeking 

to harm another individual. To conclude, these laws vary in different 

countries and are in any case outdated in a globalized academic world – 

they need to be revised.  

The Role of Mediation in the Academic Frame  

We need to stop insisting that plagiarized authors lodge a formal com-

plaint before their case can be examined. This requirement means that the 

victim must undergo a long legal procedure while also often suffering the 

disapproval of peers who fear for their own image. This requirement im-

plies that academia is subservient to the law, and that academic plagiarism 

can only resort to the laws on forgery and authors’ rights. Hence, the In-

stitute for Research and Action on Fraud and Academic Plagiarism acts 

always as mediator. 

When the institute steps in, there is already a lot of friction among 

protagonists and calming down their respective communities is not an 

easy task. Why is academia so distraught when plagiarism is  

discovered? The reason lies in what Levinas termed “responsibility”. For 

Levinas32, the term covers two complementary meanings. On one side of 

the coin is a relationship among individuals who stick up for each other 

(members of a family, or of the same laboratory for example). On the 

other is the “prison” that such relationships can imply. This dialectic is 

what makes academics read and comment on colleagues’ research before 

they submit it to important journals. It is even more evident in their vol-

unteering to be anonymous reviewers on academic journals’ editorial 

committees. But it also imprisons academic actors who resort to durable 

conflicts between “clans”.  

 
32 Levinas E. (1999), Alterity And Transcendence, Trans. Smith M. B. Colombia 

University Press. 

 

https://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=LEVAAT-7&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fbooks.google.com%2Fbooks%3Fid%3DGyU9wucIrz4C%26printsec%3Dfront_cover
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When problems of ethics or negligent behavior arise, how can  

satisfactory solutions be found before complaints are filed and  

individual and institutional postures become inflexible? The difficulty is 

that the stakeholders in such conflicts are bound up in a relational  

system that escalates the conflict. Unlike the economic world, academia 

has no established hierarchical rules and normed codes that regulate be-

havior. Internet has amplified the potential for misunderstanding: both 

email senders and recipients may be tempted to act hastily according to 

their immediate state of mind or their (possibly limited) knowledge of the 

situation.   

Good mediation requires meta-communication. Focusing on what is 

unsaid as much as on what is spoken helps to reduce conflict. The  

reactivity is also key. With common sense, it is possible to calm down all 

protagonists. People who feel that they are victims of academic  

injustice perceive the sluggishness of the appeal process to be a law of 

silence and an extra layer of injustice. It is therefore important to resolve 

the situation in less than ten days. Establishing the objective facts  

usually results in a peaceable solution. 

The Five-phase Protocol of Mediation  

The first phase involves reframing the situation: the facts must be  

established. In cases of plagiarism, for example, dates are essential, for 

the precedence of the writing must always be respected. A comparative 

analysis of the texts (see appendix 1) can establish the facts of the  

matter. A simple phone call with stakeholders usually decreases their 

emotion and subjectivity. The situation can then be managed by  

focusing on the problem of integrity rather than on the individuals  

concerned.  

The second stage involves setting up the mediation protocol. The  

Institute is an association of volunteers from different disciplines. It can 

therefore create mediation cells that include complimentary  

competences (for example one or two lawyers, a specialist in the 
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 relevant discipline, a specialist of organizations, a consultant from the 

country where the case takes place). Together, these volunteers decide on 

the core of the problem. This is to be dealt with as a priority. As the box 

below illustrates, it is not always what it first appears to be. 

At the third stage, each party concerned is given a separate hearing.  

In cases of academic conflict, people are upset. To make themselves feel 

better, they may react with extreme behavior or prefer to say nothing. 

Some individuals must be drawn in to play their part, others calmed down. 

In these situations, all actors tell their own story, justifying their role and 

their position in academic society. Indeed, what counts is they perceive 

the scenario and how they interpret their part in the story.  

In order to ascertain the parties’ deeper attitudes, they must specify 

the following points: how does the conflict prevent them from becoming 

what they want to be? What are their true objectives and real  

motivations? What do they expect the situation to become in one or two 

years’ time? This projection enables them to put the conflict into  

perspective and embark on the mediation phase. During these  

discussions, exaggerated claims are usually dropped in favor of a call for 

reason and win/win solutions. 

In the fourth phase, the situation should be reframed in a way that 

helps to break out of the vicious circle of shame and accusation. This in-

volves a discussion on three levels. The first is about the basic  

principles of scientific integrity (the time order of the publications, the 

need to mention a previous publication before its translation, the  

requirement to state in the text that is a “translation-adaptation” etc.).  The 

second level reiterates the basis of academic ethics (informing  

co-authors of the publication of an article written in common, not adding 

authors who have not contributed, not deciding unilaterally to modify the 

order of authors, etc.). Finally, the third-level deals with the  

customary conventions within the discipline in question (for example, in 

social sciences, authors are normally named in alphabetical order unless 
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the difference of contribution one or another of the authors justifies a 

change).  

In the fifth phase, parties voice their opinions as to the outcome if 

conflicts of personality and interest were eliminated. The heart of the 

problem can then be reformulated (plagiarism, modification of the order 

of authors, omitting an author, etc.). The mediation closes by looking at 

ways of repairing the situation. In the majority of cases, this amounts to 

one or more letters of apology leading to the reconciliation of all parties 

concerned.  

 

Two Mediations for One Request 

When Antony G. contacted the International Institute of Research 

and Action on Fraud and Plagiarism in Academia33, in May 2014, he 

was very upset. He had just received an injunction from a lawyer who 

asked him to cease communicating with the collaborators of the uni-

versity where he had done his Ph.D. and spent the first three years of 

his career.  

Our experts examined the documents he sent us: a working paper 

duly filed at the national library in 2011 where he was the first  

mentioned of the four authors, and the same document translated into 

another language and published in a book. The order of the authors 

had been modified and the 1st and 2nd authors of the working paper 

had become respectively the 3rd and 4th authors.  

We should add that nowhere was it indicated that the book was a 

translation and no mention of any prior publication was in the bibli-

ography.  

Antony G. waited to finish his Ph.D. before filing a complaint 

with the “Integrity committee” of the university. This committee de-

clared that the two articles had been written at the same time. The 

report they issued was so negative towards Antony G. that he was 

 
33 https://responsable-academia.org/ 
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very hurt. He opposed this opinion in strong terms and then received 

a formal notice from the university lawyers. He was also threatened 

with a libel suit and ordered to cease all communication with collab-

orators of the university. 

This was the extremely tense context in which we accepted to me-

diate. 

Firstly, we established the facts thoroughly (see appendix 1). 

Next, we spoke separately to Antony G and his co-authors. After a 

few exchanges, the objective facts had been reestablished. On this 

basis, we asked two of the authors for a letter of apology, and the 

other one for a factual letter stating what he had observed. Antony G. 

had his positive feelings restored and accepted in turn to write a letter 

to his three co-authors, which closed the case. 

With this letter, we started the second mediation between Antony 

G and the university. We asked the university president to live up to 

the good reputation of his colleagues and his institution by admitting 

to an error of judgment and apologizing to Antony G.  

In this type of mediation, the essential is not only conflict  

resolution; it is above all to bring peace to communities by reaffirm-

ing ethical principles and norms in matters of scientific integrity.  

Conflict situations involving plagiarism occur every day. It is  

therefore essential to know how to carry out mediations that pacify the 

communities involved. The Institute has a bank of about one hundred case 

studies for mediation training such as the one in the box above. The case 

study method helps to analyze a situation to describe the nature of a prob-

lem and suggest pragmatic solutions34. The case studies present the com-

plexity of situations involving plagiarism. They generate discussions 

among trainees about formalizing guidelines for dealing with complex 

conflict situations involving various actors (doctoral students, professors, 

 
34 Bergadaà, M. (1990), Gestion et pédagogie. Une approche nouvelle illustrée 

par la méthode des cas, Paris : McGraw Hill. 
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administrators, authors, lawyers, journalists, barristers, etc.). By analyz-

ing the ten consequences of plagiarism, participants suggest measures that 

could be adopted. Managing interpersonal conflict and deviant behavior 

starts with profiling plagiarists (students, professors and researchers alike) 

as described in chapter three of this book.    



2  

 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL DYNAMICS  

AND PROCESSES 

“Quite honestly, I think telling my children that I cheated in a Latin 

test when I was 15 is less ridiculous than saying that I stole the 

work of a colleague when I was 45.” 35   

Academia has a system of formal and informal markers to signal  

access to various statuses within its institutions and scientific  

associations. Academics spend their careers getting over these hurdles, 

but not all are able to achieve their ambitions. Some, unfortunate,  

considering they are not up to the system’s challenges, see no solution but 

to steal texts from others. By doing this, they gain credit that should have 

been awarded to others. At its heart, plagiarism is an imposture that ena-

bles its “practitioners” to attain a status that is undeserved.  

Nevertheless, all plagiarists are also unhappy individuals. Because  

“the very act of plagiarizing modifies plagiarists perception of 

themselves and their place in the system; it clouds their 

 perception of their failure to match up to the demands of the job” 

Plagiarists who are caught may become even more despondent: they 

must recognize that their true scientific worth is not what they thought – 

worse still, this comparison is made public for all to see. 

 
35 Verbatim from a respondent to our surveys. The entry is anonymous as are all 

others presented throughout this book. 
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For over ten years, numerous researchers36 have provided us with |in-

tegrity frameworks and processes for dealing with plagiarism  

committed by university students. These frameworks tend to  

describe situations and give indications as to how to correct them at an 

institutional level. Our research project is complementary to this  

perspective. It has been to understand how plagiarism sets in.  

I interviewed doctoral students during training courses about ethics and 

integrity. I asked them each to produce a diary for self-observation of their 

behavior when they went about writing an essay. At the same time, I re-

searched the history of successive texts by plagiarists who had long ca-

reers in the matter. I analyzed these texts to track the development of their 

behavior37. In each case, the deviant behavior had already occurred in 

their thesis manuscripts; it increased over more than twenty-five years of 

their respective academic careers. Plagiarism was found in seven books, 

and every article these authors published. 

Among the many young people who set out on an academic career, 

very few think they will manage to succeed through merit alone. For each 

doctoral student who can do research in a top laboratory in a  

recognized university, many others are registered in establishments with 

no great claim to fame. When individuals feel like anonymous cogs in a 

mass society, their sense of responsibility tends to diminish. Individuals 

in this situation experience a rootlessness that makes it difficult to  

decide who is responsible for actions that go against basic academic val-

ues. In fact, it is valid to ask, when doctoral students plagiarize in their 

theses, where does the true responsibility lie? Does it lie with the uncom-

municative supervisor? Is it the fault of the tempting sharks who offer 

“made to measure” theses on the Web? Or does this responsibility lie with 

the university top brass who did not make academic values explicit? How 

students – or indeed professors – be required to develop a sense of 

 
36 See “Suggested Readings” at the end of this book. 
37 See our methodology in Appendix. 
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morality or obey “Integrity directives”, if the notion of responsibility 

within their institution has slipped from everybody’s grasp?  

Once the unscrupulous have settled down in this milieu, they  

plagiarize with little precaution, thinking they are no longer being 

watched. They are often in for a rude awakening. When such plagiarists 

are unmasked, the community often reacts with a disarming lack of sur-

prise: “It was an open secret. Everyone knew about it!”. What is it that 

leads these academics, who are sometimes very “honest” people, to keep 

silent for years on end?  

However, even if cheats are not unmasked during their doctoral  

thesis, one day they will be discovered especially if they remain inside 

academia. Until then, these unscrupulous colleagues continue to  

frequent their peers and supervise young researchers. Such is the world of 

academia.  

The earlier the problem is detected the better chance there is to  

exclude plagiarists from the system and encourage them to take up a pro-

fession for which they are better suited. An alternative is to help them put 

the situation to rights. This cannot be done by a blunt expulsion after years 

of turning a blind eye, for this teaches them nothing. They cannot under-

stand why they should modify an intellectual process that was previously 

accepted, and instead are likely to reproduce their behavior, maintaining 

their deep-seated identity as plagiarists.  Many individuals who have been 

banished from their community feel badly hurt. They are convinced that 

they have experienced injustice and suffered undue punishment. All the 

while, they are not even aware of the anguish they have caused by stealing 

their victims’ work or betraying their trust.  

Indeed, the vehemence of plagiarists’ denial is the clue to the root of 

their problem. It is easy to spot the moment when they become aware of 

the gulf between their aptitude for research and the demands of the aca-

demic system. That moment is when future plagiarists understand that 

they will never become the “idealized other”. They pillage other authors 

to take on their identity, symbolically merging with them while denying 
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any wrongdoing. An unmasked plagiarist is always perplexed. The com-

munity responds to this attitude in terms of labels such as victim/guilty 

party, senior/junior, serious acts/less serious acts, etc. These rapid black 

and white judgments skirt around the problems of plagiarism without 

seeking to understand them. 

The Doctorate – an Initiation Ordeal  

Doctoral students talk about their “research subject” during seminars 

and conferences. Early on, senior researchers can identify the intellectual 

qualities of these new would-be academics. It is easy to determine who is 

meticulous, who is creative but a little undisciplined, who needs to follow 

a tried and tested research protocol, etc. Doctoral students’ view of them-

selves as future authors (the “ego”) and the criticisms and encouragement 

they receive gradually make them more self-assured; the self-image re-

flected by the system becomes part of their identity. The process of peer 

evaluation illustrated in the diagram below follows the future researcher 

throughout his or her whole career.  

The doctoral thesis is an initiation rite whose “hero” is the young  

researcher. As such, he/she must overcome several obstacles: choosing a 

thesis supervisor, finding the research subject, selecting specialized liter-

ature, writing the first report for the supervisor’s approval. Next comes 

the first conference, then the first article published and finally the last 

hurdle, the public thesis defense. Doctoral students spend at least three or 

four years refining their ontological, epistemological and methodological 

choices and constructing their research. During that time, they confirm 

their profound identity as researchers. Just like artisans learning their 

craft, doctoral students devote themselves to producing an item of 

knowledge. To progress, they must appropriate others’ ideas that in turn, 

they extend or modify. Referencing these sources in no way diminishes 

the new contribution. On the contrary, such links to previous work pro-

vide essential credibility. 
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Fig. 1: The dynamics of our profession 

Meeting the Mentor  

Meeting the thesis supervisor is a decisive moment. Young doctoral 

students choose their supervisor according to objectified criteria (for ex-

ample, the institution’s reputation, their doctoral grants, the prestige of 

the supervisor, etc.). As is the case for all volunteers, thesis  

supervisors undertake this duty for various reasons: personal interest, a 

need for recognition and egoism along with altruism and generosity38. 

 
38 Chantal Y. and Vallerand R. J. (2000), Construction et validation de l’échelle 

de motivation envers l’action bénévole, Loisir et société, Presses universitaires du 

Québec, 23, 2, pp. 477-508. 
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Thesis supervisors rarely get involved in a subject that they do not find 

stimulating39.  

However, even if the prime motive for research may be personal pleas-

ure, the output, in other words, articles or books, address an  

audience. Doctoral students’ first audience is their supervisor or mentor, 

whose approval and esteem they seek. If students perceive their  

supervisors’ expectations as too demanding, or possibly as too vague and 

uncertain, they feel incapable of reaching the required level. It is at this 

moment of doubt that doctoral students, unsure of themselves as research-

ers, are likely to slip into plagiarism. What is their excuse? It could lie in 

the massive amounts of reading involved, compared with a previous era 

when the few truly great authorities on a subject were easier to identify. 

Today the proliferation of journals and published articles requires a sense 

of discrimination and critical analysis that very few can develop in three 

short years of thesis:  

“The pressure to ‘perform’ in the academic milieu often  

produces either overinflated egos or people full of doubts (about 

themselves and everything else). We tend to make doctoral  

students believe that there is a super-scientist who produces a lot 

with powerful and original views. The reality is quite the  

opposite. We advance slowly, and sometimes we go backwards.” 

Many plagiarists’ “careers” stem from an initial misunderstanding. 

Doctoral students may idealize their future job in academia, committing 

to an academic career without fully grasping its challenges. Others have 

no notion that they will be expected to create new knowledge, thinking 

instead that they will merely have to write a dissertation somewhat longer 

than their original one. However, a doctoral thesis involves years of ap-

prenticeship, learning a “trade”. It is not easy to digest all the  

 
39 Although in some countries, the system of bonuses for supervising theses in-

creases the incidence of plagiarism since some supervise over fifty theses and are 

thus unable to provide consistent supervision. 
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ingredients necessary for a career in academia: a love of research and ped-

agogy, curiosity, passion for public service, a taste for team work and the 

aptitude for managing strong international competition and a demanding 

work-life balance.  

Conscientious thesis supervisors check that their students are not 

simply citing authors found in someone else’s bibliography. They need to 

know that their students have read these authors and assimilated the texts 

sufficiently to extract food for their own thoughts. Supervisors give stu-

dents the keys to intellectual independence. They provide them with tools 

like dialogue and debate so they can find their way through their research 

without straying: “Colleagues also have to transmit to their students a 

certain know-how along with social skills, not just what they know”. 

The above describes an ideal situation for doctoral students. In  

reality, some students are very difficult to supervise just as some  

supervisors are naive. Certain professors with great personal moral  

rectitude have been trapped by plagiarist students who are very  

manipulative40. For doctoral students, the encounter with their mentor can 

also turn out to be a great disappointment. Thesis supervisors can abuse 

their power and many instances of this have been reported: abusive ap-

propriations among co-authors, thesis supervisors taking the work of their 

students or assistants, using the work of Masters’ students, adding authors 

to a co-authored paper, etc. All these conflicts originate in the lack of 

clearly defined rules.  

 
40 See chapter 4. 
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When a Liar is Wrong  

This is a mail from Sandra B, a panic-stricken postdoc: 

“I have just received an email asking why I didn’t put the name 

of John H. in this communication. I wanted to ask you: do I have 

to include his name because, as they mentioned, I received fi-

nancial support from his lab? Have I done anything wrong?” 

Victor C. sent the Editor in chief of a journal the following letter, 

with a copy to the postdoc: 

“Dear Tim, as Director of Laboratory X, I saw on the Web that  

Sandra B. who was an intern in our group, has published a paper in 

the journal without mentioning any of the permanent researchers as 

co-author. During her postdoc time with us, the Lab paid for all her 

materials and these were used in the article. I wonder how it is ethi-

cally possible not to mention a permanent member of our team as co-

author. Best wishes.” 

Victor C., the director of the laboratory in question, was already 

known from a previous complaint. Apparently, he habitually added or 

eliminated co-authors according to his affinities. This is quite a com-

mon form of “establishment” abuse. Below is the response to Victor C. 

with a copy to Sandra B.: 

“Dear colleague, all international directives in matters of ethics 

consider that it is a serious offense to add the name of an 

 individual who has not contributed significantly to a publication, or 

to request the status of co-author when this is not justified. You can  

understand that Sandra B. would certainly hesitate before taking such 

a risk at the beginning of her career. On the contrary, her  

acknowledgment of your laboratory for hosting her are indeed polite 

and what is expected from a deontological point of view.” 
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Producing a Thesis: The Temptation to Plagiarize  

Are we stimulated by what we want to become or by what we want to 

do? This distinction between “becoming” and “doing” determines our at-

titude towards our research subject41. Doctoral students’ posture, method 

and ontological and epistemological perspective depends on their concep-

tion of knowledge. The solitude of research, observing and analyzing the 

research subject puts scholars in an autotelic42 state, at one with their ac-

tivity. Doing research and writing may offer immediate personal satisfac-

tion independently of any external or ulterior reward. Most researchers 

need time “alone” with their subject, focusing on the task in hand. How-

ever, today’s doctoral students systematically lack the time to produce 

their thesis. 

Students often aim simply to obtain their professors’ approval and 

muddle through as best they can; they are not always motivated by  

acquiring new, constructive knowledge. This results in hurried theses fin-

ished off under pressure from a supervisor who is sometimes an  

accomplice in the production of plagiarized work. The box below gives a 

glimpse of the tensions brought out by discussions on plagiarism.  

The extract below comes from a collaborative platform used for seminars 

with doctoral students.  

 
41 Bergadaà M. (1990), The role of Time in the Action of the Consumer, Journal 

of Consumer Research, 17, 3, pp. 289-302. 
42 Csikszentmihalyi M. (1990), Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, 

New York: Harper & Row. 
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Discussion Forum among Doctoral Students 

- Romain: “My supervisor, he’s the type that says, ‘Get on with it, 

do what you like, you’re free’. Then I found out that the idea of freedom 

for a professor is not the same as what it says in the dictionary. So, you 

prepare your work as you wanted to and in the end the prof comes back 

with remarks like ‘You could have done this or that’, while at the time 

when you were a bit lost and you asked him advice about which direc-

tion to take, the answer was always ‘Whatever you like’. So, the ‘What-

ever you like’ really implies ‘Do as if it were ME who were doing it 

and not what YOU would like to do’. So that pushed me into plagiariz-

ing in fact, and paraphrasing more or less what he had written”. 

- Thuan: “Well mine, it’s true that we don’t understand everything 

and then when you are a foreigner and you don’t speak the language 

that well, it’s much harder to follow everything. It goes so fast and 

there are things that are not clearly explained, but that are implied so 

that is stuff that sometimes I don’t understand. But luckily, there are 

friends who help”. 

- Romain: “But would you plagiarize? I myself have quite a lot of 

respect for some of my profs and I would feel really bad if I cheated 

with them. I feel that I should be an example of good behavior and even 

if when I plagiarize a bit I hide it as well as I can, I always feel that 

with mine (my thesis supervisor) it wouldn’t work”. 

- Thuan: “I think for you it’s more of a psychological problem and 

a blockage, because finally, whoever it is, him or someone else, they 

don’t realize it. What I’m afraid of is not being able to explain my ideas 

well”.  

- Romain: “Maybe… It’s as if there was a sort of invisible thread 

of trust between us and I would feel like I had broken it. As if I had 

signed a contract and I didn’t respect it. It’s only me who knows, unless 

I get caught, but still, it makes me feel uncomfortable. I’m quite emo-

tional and I think that in this kind of situation, that doesn’t help”. 
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Doctoral students who construct their theses “from articles” certainly 

learn to produce articles with several authors but in doing so, they do not 

always learn to think for themselves. For those who produce  

monographs in a world marked by the omnipresence of Wikipedia and 

open archives, the temptation to copy paste is great indeed. Some young 

authors in doctoral schools and conferences continue to write articles or 

theses without any solid plan43 to root them firmly in their field. They 

sometimes string together thesis chapters or articles that are totally  

independent. Lax habits in citations and borrowing often begin with a per-

son’s first writing. Writing coherently involves a chain of mental opera-

tions, namely: comprehension, analysis, criticism, then synthesis and ad-

aptation of models to a specific research objective and finally personali-

zation. In some doctoral students’ work, at least one link of this chain is 

missing.  

It is sometimes alarming to note the indifference or lack of  

awareness of certain supervisors. These young people are acquiring ways 

of organizing their learning. Supervisors and thesis examiners who do not 

combat plagiarism with zero tolerance are doing a great disservice to the 

academic community44. Inappropriate behaviors can and must be identi-

fied while the thesis is being written. Setting up a plethora of punishments 

for deviant behavior is not enough: Doctoral students have to be taught 

the process of creating an original text. How, for example, can we combat 

disguised plagiarism?  

“I noticed a ‘diluted reference’ for some of my work. The writer 

claimed knowledge of a process that was in fact taken from an  

article he had read, without citing it specifically; even though the 

 
43 Benghozi P-J. et Bergadaà M. (2012), Métier de chercheur en gestion et Web : 

risques et questionnements éthiques, Revue Française de Gestion, 38, 220, 51-69. 
44 Marsh B. (2007), Plagiarism. Alchemy and Remedy in Higher Education, State 

University of New York. 
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article is mentioned in another part of the text. As a result, there 

was not much I could do”. 

It is high time to think seriously about teaching the art of producing 

scientific knowledge and no discipline should be exempt. 

Open Letter from a Young Doctoral Student  

Dear Professor, 

Your messages about ethics in research have made me think.  

I should have replied before, but I wanted to analyze the subject well. 

At heart, I completely agree with your ideas; but in reality, things are 

not so simple. 

Before anything else, I confess that I too resorted to copy paste in 

my master dissertation and my thesis. It’s true, of course, I know that 

it is not right, but unfortunately, I found I could do it.  

Why? I have often been told to avoid “exact copies”. This implies 

that if you must copy, it would be better to make a few changes to the 

structure, the words, etc. But since French is not my native language, 

it is impossible to reorganize sentences that are as well structured and 

concise as those of the professors. I’m always afraid that I will totally 

change their meaning. Luckily, until now, my writing has remained 

within acceptable limits.  

However, I am likely at any time to slip into what is unacceptable 

because the border is very fuzzy. You start with a sentence in italics 

with quotation marks and the name of the author, then a paragraph, 

still with a little footnote. But when it is a matter of a few arguments 

that are not really vital but just useful to link one idea to another, you 

can easily end up “forgetting” the source. Doing this once or even 

twice is all right. And that’s how you slide unwittingly down the slip-

pery slope to fraud. It’s even worse with translations from English, it’s 

practically undetectable, except if you are using famous authors. It’s 

very easy to forget authors whom you only use for one sentence or a 

paragraph.  
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As for the Internet, you are right, it is a fantastic source of  

information. You can find practically everything you want by typing in 

a few keywords. You can link ideas together one after another.  

But I wanted to point out that the education system is not entirely 

innocent in this affair.  

An essay is evaluated not only on its content, but also on its form. 

Of course, we have been taught to organize ideas well, construct argu-

ments and write a thesis, an article or a book. First there is the theo-

retical section with the whole literature review (that everyone already 

knows). You mustn’t forget to cite all the important authors, the sec-

tions and sub sections must be well balanced in terms of the number of 

pages, the whole product needs to be balanced, etc.  

But don’t you think that this encourages young researchers to copy, 

because how can they do better than what has been written already?  

The doctoral students I have met have a common problem: how 

many pages must they write. 500? If they manage to write a few pages, 

the first question they ask anxiously is “Who has already said that, and 

where?” Because there is always someone who got there first. It is very 

discouraging.  

That’s how you do research when you are a doctoral student. So in 

my opinion, as well as everything you have done about this subject, it 

would also be a good idea to try to change these misleading ideas that 

young researchers harbor.  

Luckily, my supervisor does not require me to write a superb thesis 

in terms of quantity, he prefers me to attack the subject directly only 

writing what is essential. Indeed, with all his precautions, I have al-

ready made some copy paste!  

Above I have written a few of my thoughts. They may be mistaken, 

but I am sending them to you just the same so that you show it to pro-

fessors and students as something witnessed by a student, hoping that 

this will contribute to your combat against fraud.  

Please excuse me for disturbing you, Thuong N. 
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The Public Thesis Defense – an Ordeal!  

When senior professors accept to be examiners or chief examiners for 

PhD Defenses, it is not usual to please the doctoral student, but  

rather to please the thesis supervisor by accepting his or her invitation. A 

thesis examining committee includes a president and eminent members 

(unfortunately, not all are experts in the thesis subject), a budget (travel 

expenses, hotel, restaurant, etc.) and many hours of work for the  

different actors. Most committee members know each other well and are 

aware of how each actor approaches the role.  

 Some play “the lax supervisor”, others the “record breaker” who  

supervises nineteen theses at once. Of course, it is possible to refuse their 

invitation to be on their examining committee. But this becomes more 

difficult when the chief examiner is a friend. A thesis defense is one of 

those “out of time” occasions where long-lost colleagues come together 

and forget their everyday administrative and pedagogical preoccupations. 

It is difficult to break the charm of this moment of grace with insidious 

questions:  

“They asked me to do them a favor and replace someone who 

couldn’t make it at the last minute. Naively I accepted and then 

witnessed a terrible thesis. I showed my disapproval and  

inundated the would-be PhD with requests to modify the  

manuscript; I never knew whether my suggestions had been  

applied. But now, they never ask me to be responsible for doubtful 

doctoral students or to be an examiner for a ‘token’ thesis.”  

What exactly is a token thesis? It can be defined as “Awarding the 

official title of Doctor for a thesis that does not deserve it, because the 

manuscript shows insufficient knowledge of the domain in question, or 

an absence of original thinking, or because it plagiarizes previous texts or 
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models or contains fraudulent analyses”45. If plagiarism is not  

detected and the title of Doctor is awarded, it is very difficult not to grant 

the PhD. Those who contribute to delivering “token” diplomas should be 

considered as defrauding the academic system of validating knowledge. 

Complicit thesis supervisors should also be blamed for they fall into the 

same category.  

Examiners who do not read manuscripts carefully before the defense 

put themselves in a dangerous position. In fact, they are failing in their 

duty. Others whose suspicions are aroused during this preliminary  

reading have a duty to inform their examiner colleagues – if they do noth-

ing, they could be considered as accomplices. Despite the rather obvious 

obligations in these cases, in such predicaments, fear – or resignation – 

often gets the upper hand. 

“One day, the president of my university told me that he had been 

at a thesis defense in Biology of a student who had plagiarized a 

whole chapter of a book. I asked him what action he had taken. He 

answered: ‘Well, I did nothing, it was too late… It would have 

been too hard on the thesis supervisor who is a friend of mine...’” 

Occasionally, by some stroke of fate, plagiarism is revealed during the 

defense itself. Unfortunately, it is too late. Indeed, one of the  

system’s weak points is that thesis examiners, including the chief  

examiner, have no mandate to voice their opinion of ethics or the  

candidate’s future: “To my knowledge, no Head examiner (including my-

self) undertakes this kind of outside check in evaluating the thesis: exam-

iners are there to evaluate a document, not the author’s future career”. 

In these cases, the examiners will decide to have minor mo 

difications made to the manuscript before it is definitively consigned to 

 
45 Bergadaà, M. (2012), Les thèses de complaisance-Rapport d’analyse, Working 

Paper n°2012-05, GSEM, University of Geneva.  

http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/lettre48/Analye_Theses_de_complai-

sance.pdf 
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the archives. The applicant is reprimanded and later makes the required 

modifications, hastily adding quotation marks and references without 

having understood the basics of academic deontology. He or she has ob-

tained the coveted title and everyone thinks the problem has been solved.  

If the examiners decide that the case is serious and that the defense 

should be canceled, a plagiarist can appeal against the decision.  

Plagiarists only need to indicate that they were poorly trained and  

ill-informed by their supervisors. A case in point involved a student who 

appealed against his university on the pretext that his thesis supervisor 

had neglected to train him in academic ethics and correct citation  

methods. On this basis, the lawyer won the case and the plagiarist was 

awarded the title of Doctor: an academic institution that cannot  

demonstrate a real program that includes checking for plagiarism is, the-

oretically at least, responsible in solidum (i.e. in joint liability)  

Frequently, people file complaints when they discover that, for  

example, their doctoral thesis has been plagiarized years after the event. 

When plagiarism is discovered after the manuscript has been officially 

deposited, the situation is even more difficult. The manuscript cannot be 

modified, even partly, for this would contravene the regulations of 

practically every country. Regulations about depositing theses vary from 

country to country, but manuscripts have a legal deposit date  

everywhere. Thus, Italian law requires that two copies of the thesis are 

consigned for legal deposit at the National Central Libraries of Rome and 

Florence. Although it may be easy to ask for a plagiarized work to be 

removed from a university library, it is difficult to obtain the same from 

national libraries. In several countries, the plagiarist’s victim or the Uni-

versity that delivered the PhD title must file a formal legal complaint for 

“counterfeit”. 

Furthermore, the thesis examiner's decision is “sovereign”, in other 

words, there can be no appeal. The all-powerful dimension of theses ex-

amining committees poses a problem. In many European countries, theses 

are awarded grades depending on their merit, sometimes including 
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mentions added to the thesis title, sometimes including a suggestion for 

publication or a thesis prize. These are important for getting a subsequent 

job. In cases of plagiarized theses, a step in the right direction would be 

to have these grades withdrawn. At least this would be fairer towards can-

didates who obtain their titles through honest work. But the law does not 

allow it. Here again, the only possibility is to obtain the annulment of the 

title itself … and this usually involves resorting to a court of law. 

Are examiners delivering doctorates fully aware of the responsibilities 

conferred on them by the State and civil society? Is there not a theoretical 

contradiction between the sovereign freedom granted to these examiners 

and the “tolerance” many display when they discover obvious plagiarism?  

Just in Time  

Annulling a PhD. thesis is no easy matter and takes very deter-

mined examiners; so when examiners act “just in time” (prior to the 

thesis defense) everyone can breathe again… or so they think!  

At the University of X, in December 2012, Ben R. was to defend 

his thesis in social science. The defense date had already been an-

nounced publicly, when one of the examiners, Valerie H., after reading 

the manuscript carefully, recognized a part of the text. It was a large 

extract from a text written by Maria A. whom she had helped to recruit. 

Valerie H. asked for the defense to be suspended. 

Maria A. was informed of the facts and contacted the Institute to 

help her write a letter of complaint to the president of the University of 

X. According to the chief examiner of Ben R’s thesis committee, she 

had to file this complaint before any action could be taken. But why 

could the chief examiner not ask for an investigation to be made  

directly? 

Maria A. wrote the letter, and we put together the dossier proving 

plagiarism. When the university president received the dossier with the 

comparative analysis of the texts, he asked for an investigation. A com-

mission was set up and four months later, the verdict of the University 
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of X disciplinary council was published. It proclaimed the annulment 

of the thesis defense and the definitive exclusion of the plagiarist from 

any French higher education establishment.  

Ben R. phoned us immediately asking us not to mention his case 

on our site “Responsable-academia.org”. According to him he had 

simply not realized that he was plagiarizing because his thesis super-

visor, Baptiste O, more or less ordered him to “wrap up” his thesis as 

fast as possible. He guaranteed that he had not had the slightest infor-

mation about plagiarism. The “image councilor” of his company wrote 

to us as follows: “Ben R. is very busy and has limited time available. I 

truly believe that he must have asked an assistant to do some of his 

research for him and to prepare some of his work on his orders…. I 

am horrified to see that the respect of intellectual property is not, or 

practically not, taught at all in higher education”. 

Then the Affair Bounced Back… 

Baptiste O., Ben R’s thesis supervisor, contacted us in 2015 to ask 

us to intervene: Ben, who had been excluded from all French universi-

ties, had obtained a PhD in Law from the University of Y. in 2014.  

We questioned the director of the Doctoral School of the University 

of Y who had written to us. He assured us that Ben R. had not obtained 

this thesis in two years between 2012 and 2014, because he had been 

enrolled in their university for four years. He told us that there must be 

some “computer bug” if nobody noticed that he had been excluded 

from all the University establishments in the country.  

But we thought the problem lay elsewhere. We searched through 

the national archive of doctoral theses. We discovered that Ben R. had 

filed a thesis subject in 2008 in social sciences in a third university, Z, 

with a third supervisor. The file had been transferred from university 

Z to university X, and Baptiste O. declared: “I wanted to do a friend a 

favor by taking on Ben R. who was not a good student”. 

To return to our original point: two years went by between the an-

nulment of the thesis defense at the University of X and the thesis 
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defended at the University of Y. How is it possible to work on two 

doctoral theses at the same time in two totally different disciplines, in 

two cities 500 kilometers apart, while working full time in a foreign 

country during the entire period?  

An examining committee should check that a thesis is not the result of 

cheating because it constitutes the final check of integrity before the can-

didate embarks on a career. However, nothing will change unless exam-

iners’ responsibilities are formally included in the regulations and disci-

plinary sanctions pronounced against the negligent or those complicit in 

token theses. Unfortunately, this suggestion often provokes strong reac-

tions: “Are you sure you are not just looking for a scapegoat? True, ex-

aminers’ grades have no ethical dimension…. OK, it is important to be 

aware of ethics but where does that stop and therapeutic guidance 

begin?” the debate is open! 

The “Actor” and the Academic System  

Even if they scrape through all the hoops leading up to their  

doctorate, some young researchers find the subsequent challenges  

insurmountable. Many young researchers are discouraged by criticisms 

from reviewers of their first article and publish nothing more. However, 

others really want to make a career in academia. How can they manage if 

the system is so demanding? Plagiarizing offers a solution that may start 

as a one-off but then becomes a habit. It results in ambivalent feelings46 

that can be intolerable: plagiarists hate themselves when they steal others’ 

work and love themselves when they see their name on an article or on 

the front cover of a book.  

 
46 Kris A. O. (1984), The conflict of ambivalence, Psychoanalytical Study of the 

Child, 39, pp. 213-234. 
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From a sociological perspective, Goffman47 observed that ambiva-

lence leads individuals to assign themselves a social role that reassures 

them of their place on the public stage. This ambivalence seems to be the 

main problem with researchers under pressure from the system: 

“Those scientists we see who have a huge list of publications are 

either really talented researchers, or impostors who know exactly 

how to play the system. I think that most people act in good faith, 

but they are caught up in a treadmill without really realizing it … 

and when they do realize it, it’s too late to go back”.  

This same ambivalence is found in those who know perfectly well that 

someone is plagiarizing, but they say nothing: they can’t bear those who 

reveal the offense but at the same time, they can’t help respecting them. 

These ambivalent feelings are the source of the acute emotions always 

expressed in affairs of plagiarism. 

Enter, Stage Right  

Those who thought that obtaining their doctorate would be the end of 

their ordeal, suffer a huge disillusion when they discover that they must 

quickly make choices as to the role they will play on the academic stage. 

They try proposing their articles to the most prestigious journals or if not, 

minor ones; they write original books or text books. The system sends 

back very clear signals as to their position in the academic  

hierarchy and individuals learn the rules of the game internalizing its re-

quirements48. Finally, through their everyday actions, they reconstitute 

the model that is desirable and valued49.  

 
47 Goffman E. (1959), The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, University of 

Edinburgh Social Sciences Research Centre. 
48 Goffman E., Op. Cit. 
49 Garfinkel H. (1967), Studies in ethnomethodology, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Pren-

tice Hall. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%20The_Presentation_of_Self_in_Everyday_Life


Organizational Dynamics and Processes 85 

 

The academic world is organized to create a prod-

uct that is the product of many actors’ participation: 

conference organizers, reviewers and editors of scien-

tific journals, students and international research 

funds that dispense grants. Researchers find their 

place in this community through their work and their 

role in associations or administrative tasks. An aca-

demic community is a social construct suffused with 

the symbolism of “a priori debt” – for example a jun-

ior researcher might seek the protection of a senior in 

return for paying back the favor when the time comes. 

Behaviors are thus rooted in seeking benefits for one-

self or others.  

Fig. 2: The influence of the “system” 

An academic career progresses through achievements regulated by 

specific measures. For certain disciplines, double blind reviewing is the 

basic rule of publication, for others it is writing books that are peer re-

viewed. But in all fields, careers are made and regulated by peers who are 

generally elected. Everyone knows the specific functioning of his own 

community. However, this smooth-running mechanism runs into trouble 

if researchers forget that their first duty is to their research. If instead, they 

focus on their image within the system, they will produce whatever the 

community demands:  

“Plagiarism is committed by those who see research as a way of 

acquiring a status and not as an end in itself. The current conditions 

of exercising the job in certain institutions (salary, material re-

sources, reputation) encourage this attitude in those who lack the 

necessary strength of character.”  

In this case, the peers who constitute the system become the  

alteri – competitors rather than colleagues. In this quest for recognition, 
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merely being involved in a conference or sitting at the same table with the 

discipline’s big shots are sources of pride.  

Mireille’s First Steps 

At the very beginning of her academic career, Mireille “borrowed” 

not only Jocelyne’s research subject but also her texts. Jocelyne, one 

of Mireille’s former laboratory colleagues, sent the Institute a dossier  

containing the necessary information, and we agreed to act. We would 

write an explicit email to Mireille, copying several members of the 

board of Jocelyne’s scientific association and Mireille’s thesis  

supervisor. For one thing, we wanted to obtain a formal apology from 

Mireille to protect Jocelyne’s research field as quickly as possible. In 

less than 18 hours, we obtained an apology from Mireille along with 

her assurance that she would withdraw from Jocelyne’s research field. 

In this specific case we used email and the Internet, technologies 

that concentrate time and space, to enable instant communication  

between distant parties, who can then come to a consensus. We were 

able to act “surgically” because of the rapid concerted action among 

people who understood how the system works and who wanted to 

maintain a healthy climate of professional relationships. We thus 

avoided a formal procedure – something that always upsets people and 

may result in a “double penalty” for the victim.  

Authors who worry more about their position in academia than about 

their research are in denial of their vocation. They find themselves  

having to respond to two almost contradictory ambitions – obtaining a 

choice position in an administrative system and continuing to produce re-

search. Actors who assume this dual role will choose their subjects for 

publication opportunistically.  



Organizational Dynamics and Processes 87 

 

 

Fig. 3: The call of mainstream research    

They cannot resist the call of mainstream research in their field. They 

therefore contribute to the incessant flow of hasty research that sometimes 

leads to plagiarist behavior. These researchers submit to the law of supply 

and demand, choosing their research subject accordingly. They thus in-

verse the direction of the arrows in our initial figure 2.  

Academic Justice and Plagiarism  

Why do so many well-known researchers take the risk of being  

considered as knowledge delinquents by persisting in plagiarizing? Could 

it be partly because the conflicts inherent to academia rarely end up in the 

courts, for academia is a world unto itself, with its own moral and opera-

tional sanctions?50. Plagiarists are rarely naïve: their theft of others’ work 

mostly affects people who are hardly in a position to protest – young re-

searchers at the start of their careers, foreign authors, or authors who are 

 
50  Encinas de Munagorri R. (1998), La communauté scientifique est-elle un ordre 

juridique ? Revue trimestrielle de droit civil, 97, 2, pp. 247-283. 
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deceased. Few establishments fully support collaborators who wish to 

take legal action for being plagiarized, and even fewer side with whistle-

blowers sued for libel after reporting on plagiarism.  

The result is that some people in powerful institutional or associative 

positions have climbed up the ladder not because they are creative  

researchers, but because they have plagiarized:  

“It has also happened that I repeated some texts a bit too much; 

even if I was the author, sometimes I paraphrased too much. Some-

times as well, it’s texts by a student whom I ‘forgot’ to cite (I hope 

this investigation is anonymous, because I’m not very proud of 

myself….).”  

This careless behavior damages the credibility of scientific  

production, especially when fraudulent articles are withdrawn or  

publicized in court cases. It also harms universities’ reputations.  

Sometimes, the authorities’ lack of action leads critics to react by  

relaying a story on specialized blogs or in the scandal-mongering press. 

This may harm the plagiarist far out of proportion to the offense  

committed. This is what happened in the case below “Striving to better, 

oft we mar what’s well.”51 

"Striving to Better, Oft We Mar What's Well" 

Some years ago, the Institute analyzed a case of plagiarism in the 

humanities that was all over the papers. We were surprised by our 

respondents’ violent reactions to the questionnaire.  

The event occurred in a perfect storm when all the ingredients for 

a collective loss of control came together. Beyond the event itself, the 

whole academic community is called into question because of its  

inability to manage this type of deviance. In this case, not even  

institutions such as the Ministry of Higher Education and Research 

 
51 Shakespeare, King Lear, Act 1, scene 4. 
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would get involved because no official complaint had been lodged for 

forgery.  

The plagiarist in question, Georges T., who declared himself to be 

no more than a modest researcher, had managed to climb the  

hierarchical ladder of French universities. Everyone, even his sev-

erest critics, describe him as helpful and easy-going. When the Insti-

tute intervened, Georges T. held an important position in the hierar-

chy of his discipline: as a Board member of his University, he took 

part in the selection process for the promotion and recruitment of 

peers in national bodies.  

The day that his plagiarism story broke, it was immediately spread 

on the Internet in various blogs. His detractors had a simple request: 

Georges T. should resign from his institutional responsibilities and 

function as representative of his discipline.  

The ambiguous attitude of Georges T.’s higher authorities led him 

to stall for time. He wrote dozens of emails about his dismay. In all 

these messages, he showed that he wished for a face-saving way out 

of the impending battle. Georges T. claimed that his situation was 

unjust.  

According to his personal system of logic, the purpose of produc-

ing articles or books was not to promote knowledge, but to win a high 

position in his field of research and University. Certainly, he resorted 

to copy paste… the more his detractors turned a deaf ear to his  

excuses, the more offenses he admitted, trying desperately to find a 

compromise that would be human and acceptable. We advised him to 

stop replying to emails. 

All the ingredients for a collective drama were in place. On one 

side, the plagiarism was undeniable. This was instrumentalized for 

reasons that had occurred long before the offense had come to light, 

having more to do with politics than deontology. On the other side, 

the plagiarized author, Edward B – now famous – declared himself to 

be a “non-victim”. For three months Georges T’s discipline suffered 
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a profound crisis, caught in the crossfire of bloggers’ whose diatribes 

were wildly “for” or “against”.  

The lack of any suitable regulatory mechanism had disastrous  

consequences: dozens of links with the term “plagiarism” were  

associated with the name of Georges T. His e-identity as an offender 

or presumed offender was thus established, probably for good.  

Plagiarists who have an ambiguous relationship with the “system” of-

ten maintain their position by keeping on friendly terms with a few big 

names. They have been led astray by power, and in a way, can no longer 

be regarded as part of the academic conceptual universe. These  

individuals need to be thought of with compassion, but if they are to rec-

ognize their problem, there needs to be a specific moral and  

deontological framework that should be explicit, not merely expected. 

Despite appearances, the system does not protect plagiarists or help them. 

They thus fight a losing battle, because in academia, there is no prescrip-

tion on crime. This means that an author who plagiarized five or ten years 

ago risks discovery at any time. By reaching for the stars without having 

the “the right stuff”, some authors risk a sharp drop in status from a rec-

ognized peer to common delinquent of knowledge:  

“These procedures (plagiarism) have nothing to do with scientific 

research. They save time for the author who just churns out what 

they digest and reformulate in others’ work. There is none of the 

perspective usually required when citing another author’s work”.  

Nevertheless, in terms of legal proceeding, unmasked plagiarists gen-

erally benefit from the protection of their employer or the State; no such 

favor is afforded to whistle-blowers52. Hence the extreme confusion for 

current directors of public establishments who do not know which way to 

 
52 For example, the status of whistle-blower has only just been recognized in 

France. 
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turn, as illustrated in the case below, “The incredible journey of a pas-

sionate observer”.  

The Incredible Journey of a Passionate Observer 

The following case explores the endless debate between positivism 

and subjectivism, the natural sciences and the human sciences, induc-

tion and deduction.   

Dramatis personae 

• Observer AB is an independent volunteer from civil society. For 

over 40 years he has regularly sent summaries of scientific  

information with photos and comments to national organiza-

tions and research laboratories. He belongs to the tradition of 

observers who have been providing precise scientific data in 

France since the 19th century. At the same time, AB has helped 

over ten Masters or Doctoral students to refine their work and 

has maintained close relations with university researchers in his 

area of expertise. 

• Doctoral student CD stayed at the same university for her  

Bachelor, Master and Doctorate in a branch of the humanities. 

Her thesis supervisor, Assistant Professor EF, obtained a  

three-year grant from a National Research Agency. Assistant 

Professor EF is from a discipline with two branches: some of its 

members are physical scientists and the others are social  

scientists.  

• President GH, from CD and EF’s university has just been  

elected. He specializes in law. The other actors in the following 

scenario – and there are many – play the role of extras, swept 

along by a crisis dynamic that overwhelmed them.  
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To follow the meanderings of our passionate observer, we situate 

these actors in the six phases of the crisis life-cycle recognized by all 

specialists in the subject53.  

Stage 1: Underlying Causes of the Crisis 

• Doctoral student CD began to publish at the start of her thesis 

in 2010. With Professor Assistant EF, she used one of the pho-

tos from the archives of Observer AB to illustrate a conference; 

she did not cite AB, who discovered the photos used in the con-

ference on the Web. 

• Observer AB noticed that doctoral student CD had used an  

adaptation of the layout of the field data that he had given her 

in a CD-R dating from 2006. Doctoral student CD did not men-

tion her source even though Observer AB had presented this 

work at a conference a few years previously, publishing this 

same layout and interpretation.  

• CD and EF published 3 articles one after another placing  

Observer AB as the 3rd co-author without telling him and  

without informing him of the articles’ content. AB discovered 

this by chance and was worried: he was unable to accept his 

name being linked to a subject involving human security with-

out his prior authorization.  

Stage 2: The Trigger of the Crisis  

• Doctoral student CD defended her thesis and invited Observer 

AB to the public defense. AB accepted the invitation.   

• Observer AB listened to the presentation. He had previously 

been responsible for a university site where he had hosted at 

least fifteen scientific researchers and he was uneasy in the 

 
53 Adapted here from Coombs, W. T. (2007), Ongoing Crisis Communication: 

Planning, Managing, and Responding, Los Angeles: Sage. 
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formal atmosphere of the thesis defense. However, he came to 

ensure that the thesis respected scientific facts.  

• Doctoral student CD built her thesis argument on interviews 

with people who seemed close to her field and a few experts 

who answered questionnaires, took part in face-to-face inter-

views or responded to emails. Whoever wanted to respond 

could. Now Observer AB was convinced: the thesis conclusions 

were dangerous for society for they were not based on scientific 

facts.  

• When it was time for questions, Observer AB asked to speak. 

The chief examiner refused, saying that he did not hold a PhD 

and that it was against the rules.  

• Observer AB was humiliated by being asked to keep silent and 

left the room; however, he left several books and articles  

published in scientific reviews on the examiners’ desk. 

Stage 3: The Acute Stage of the Crisis Begins  

• Observer AB was furious. He wrote a letter to President GH, of 

the University where the thesis had been defended, ironizing 

over university practices in the matter of stealing the work of 

third parties.  

• The days went by. President GH did not reply, nor did he ask 

his vice-president of research or the head of Doctoral Student 

CD’s department to do so.  

Stage 4: The Crisis Spreads  

• Observer AB was fed up with waiting for a thesis that was not 

yet available online and that he had not been allowed to look at 

(the paper copies had been reserved for members of the exam-

ining committee). He presumed that, given what he had ob-

served (see stage 1 above), the thesis would be full of plagiarism 

and “borrowed”, uncited observations.  
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• AB decided to publish his letter to President GH in a blog. He 

made the protagonists anonymous, but all those who were pre-

sent when he had walked out of the thesis defense remembered 

the occasion well.  

• The very next day, President GH from the university in question 

requested that the Observer AB’s letter be withdrawn from the 

blog; a reasonable request.  

• However, against all expectations, while the crisis could have 

been resolved, President GH failed to ask for the facts of the 

case and did not call a crisis meeting: instead, he opted to attack. 

President GH wrote to Observer AB, mocking him for his atti-

tude (example: “you must be delighted to have two publications 

under your belt”) and threatened him with a libel suit. 

Stage 5: The Crisis Escapes from the University President’s  

Control  

• The symbolic violence meted out to Observer AB generated a 

reaction of symbolic violence. So then, five members of a non-

university public organization wrote a strongly worded letter of 

support (several pages long), professing to protect Doctoral stu-

dent CD. AB regularly provided data (on a voluntary basis), to 

these organizations. Furthermore three highly regarded scien-

tific researchers co-signed the letter.  

• The group of authors sent this letter accusing AB to a circle of 

over fifteen personalities in the world of research, directors of 

universities and national organizations. What was it about AB 

that made him so dangerous and why did he have to be shamed 

in public by informing over fifteen people in positions of au-

thority about the conflict? 
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Stage 6: Towards Crisis Resolution  

• Observer AB, distraught by this situation, asked the Institute for 

advice. The mediation which would have been so easy in stage 

three was no longer feasible. We advised him to give his version 

of the facts honestly.  

• A few weeks later, Observer AB replied to the 8 authors and 15 

recipients of the accusatory text, with over 56 well-documented 

pages. He reminded them of his 40-year career as a scientific  

observer, illustrating this with his first meticulous observations 

dating from the 70s, citing letters of thanks from important  

researchers and the theses and dissertations to which he had  

contributed throughout his career… He had kept all these  

archives for decades.  

• Observer AB then rolled out his proof of photos that had been 

“stolen”, transformed or uncited, summaries he had made that 

doctoral student CD had reused, or observations she had used 

without permission. In these pages, he expressed his fear that 

fake knowledge would be validated then published because of 

this thesis. He was afraid that this fake knowledge might  

endanger human life.  

• The responsibility of a University President is de facto engaged 

when a whistleblower indicates that civil society might be  

endangered by a publication. Nevertheless it would seem that 

the examiners of Doctoral Student CD’s thesis were quite aware 

of the pertinence and potential impact of the thesis’ final  

recommendations. Endangering civil society must have seemed 

of minor importance to them.  

Stage 7: Learning from the Crisis  

• Did the university learn anything from this crisis? ASR  

(Academic Social Responsibility) is something that we are only 
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just beginning to think about. There is a dramatic lack of re-

search on the subject, unlike that exists for the Corporate Social  

Responsibility that companies are supposed to practice towards 

their stakeholders54. 

• What did civil society learn? Observer AB and his other  

volunteer observers have since created a learned society of their 

own; they have also constituted a bank of archives. Now  

researchers from the field (but from other universities than that 

of doctoral student CD and Professor Assistant EF), feed into 

this archive and benefit from it. 

• What can be learned from this experience? Perhaps new 

relationships will soon be made between these voluntary 

observers and the academic world. After all, if the model has 

existed since the 19th century, it must be made of sterner stuff 

than those who run it!  

In this context of greater transparency, the sluggish immobility of ac-

ademia may seem surprising. My institute has observed the extent to 

which plagiarism, once revealed, arouses huge tensions in academic com-

munities. Collaborative relations, even friendships, are sometimes broken 

up forever. To avoid this collateral damage, internal investigations are of-

ten biased and institutional pressure is brought to bear on ethics commit-

tees so that internal actors’ dirty washing can be laundered in the face of 

outsiders’ assertions. It is important to pinpoint how plagiarism breaks up 

social ties to prevent it before it is too late.   

 
54 Ackerman, R. W., and Bauer, R. A. (1976), Corporate Social Responsiveness: 

Modern Dilemma, Reston, VA: Reston Publishing Company. 



Organizational Dynamics and Processes 97 

 

The sole use of sanctions or even expulsion from an academic  

establishment may satisfy directors but it is no solution for common mor-

tals:  

“I have worked in two different institutions that show very  

different levels of severity, I have observed a very strong  

negative correlation between the level of sanctions and the level 

of fraud. I conclude that sanctions are very effective for making an 

example. However, this effect lasts a relatively short time, around 

six months.” 

Not only are sanctions not institutionally useful, but in human terms 

they can be catastrophic. How can people who have so far not managed 

to write well enough to be published, suddenly find themselves able to do 

so by being punished?  

New Measures for a New Context  

The Institute carried out a survey to understand academics’  

expectations about academic plagiarism55. The survey was sent to 5000 

researchers. The online questionnaire comprised 25 open questions so that 

respondents could express themselves freely. After a reminder, we re-

ceived a total of 367 responses from 56 doctoral students and 321 research 

professors. The responses came from sixteen countries and eleven differ-

ent fields. 

Most respondents (63 %) said they were anxious about what they con-

sider to be the inevitable increase in university plagiarism. Only 15% 

thought that information about plagiarism circulates more freely in the 

academic community because the subject has become more sensitive. 

However, reactions vary according to discipline56. In human and social 

 
55 Benghozi P.-J. and Bergadaà M., op. cit. 
56 To obtain statistically meaningful conclusions, we analysed the responses in 

two groups: the “hard sciences” (physics, chemistry, medicine etc.) on one side 
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sciences, 91% of respondents considered that the extent of plagiarism will 

stay the same or will increase in the future: only 62% think this in the hard 

sciences. According to the responses, this difference can be explained by 

the preponderance of written expression and idea reformulation (includ-

ing the author’s own ideas) in the human and social sciences. It is easy, in 

disciplines that rely on written expression, for anyone who lacks a solid 

professional ethic to slide down the slippery slope towards plagiarism. On 

the contrary, in the hard sciences, plagiarism is obvious as soon as it is 

discovered and this discourages many of those who might be tempted. 

Another reason given is that scientific journals and associations in the 

hard sciences are far more rigorous since they are rooted in a hypothetical-

deductive model. Given these perceived differences, it would not be pos-

sible to impose an academic “rule book” without thorough discussion by 

all the interested parties. 

In the survey, respondents were also asked if they knew which  

instance dealt with complaints about plagiarism within their  

establishments. Half of the respondents had no idea, or said that there was 

no such instance. We then examined the 77 responses who were able to 

name such instances. The results reveal an enormous variety of co-exist-

ing solutions.  Here are the answers to the open question. “To file a com-

plaint or inform my institution about an instance of plagiarism I would 

address…”: The Disciplinary committee (29 respondents); the highest au-

thority in the institution (12 respondents); the ethical or integrity commis-

sion (10 respondents); the Dean of the faculty/director of the section (9 

respondents); the scientific counsel (8 respondents); the legal department 

(5 respondents); the plagiarist’s hierarchical superior (4 respondents). 

How can establishments collaborate in conflict resolution when  

plagiarists are not treated in the same way in Geneva as they are in  

Louvain, Paris or Montreal? Given that different procedures exist in dif-

ferent departments even within the same institution, the situation seems 

 

and the “humanities” (sociology, history, management, law, literature, etc.) on the 

other. 
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hopeless. So far, there is no explicit international (or even  

national) generic deontological charter for different disciplines, no com-

mon university law nor specific directive regarding integrity in academic 

associations and establishments, no organs to register complaints and me-

diate between plagiarists and the plagiarized.  

Those who have been plagiarized all mention their long struggle once 

they decided to accuse someone of stealing their work.  

“First I wrote to the publisher, I sent them proof of the plagiarism 

and asked them to withdraw the book from the sale. Their  

response was incredible and humiliating: I should be happy that 

people were talking about my work. I told the directors of my uni-

versity. A letter was sent to the president of the plagiarist’s univer-

sity; it was never answered. My university paid for me to consult 

a lawyer; after studying the dossier, he said that there had indeed 

been plagiarism. But my university then told me that I could only 

go to court in my own name, so I would have to pay the legal ex-

penses myself. The lawyer told me it would cost about 2000 euros, 

which I could not afford (I had just been recruited as lecturer and 

this was a whole month’s salary). I asked the director of my labor-

atory to send a letter informing the President of the Commission 

of the National Council of discipline about the plagiarist. I don’t 

think anything was done. I then just stopped the whole thing. The 

incriminated book continues to be sold. I gave up.” 

Plagiarism has now become an intrinsic part of the academic system 

and most current institutional efforts to stop or prevent it being  

ineffective. Many doctoral students, in all good faith, have only a sketchy 

notion of how to cite a work correctly. What seems obvious to  

professors is often not understood by doctoral students. Indeed, 

 professors’ awareness of their responsibility varies: “The plagiarism I see 

and that I can check on is only a drop in the ocean. But not all my col-

leagues are as vigilant as I am”. Merely offering doctoral students a 
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course in ethics is not enough. In addition, such courses are often  

optional and not well attended by students who do not see their  

immediate interest. Instead, the phenomenon needs to be contextualized 

and decisions made about how to train doctoral students and young re-

searchers for their future role at the helm of academia. Organizations like 

the Institute have understood the gulf between doctoral students and their 

environment. This can only be resolved through dialogue with all con-

cerned: 

“We should also ask about these professors who steal their  

students’ work, lab directors who co-sign research with ‘their’ re-

searchers, or professors who support a student who has cheated 

‘because he is brilliant’. We also need to ask whether all this is 

compatible with the hierarchy of power inside many of our  

research organizations.”  

Measures are needed to establish an academic order rooted in our 

shared values, no matter what the discipline, country or time. These 

measures would be fair and would apply to students and professors, junior 

or senior researchers: “Intellectual honesty is a basic tenet. Scientific eth-

ics must not be subject to exceptions if it wants to mean anything”. 

The guidelines that do exist are always regarded from the viewpoint 

of the “moral sanctions” payable for an offense. As a result, many  

people tot up the “moral fine” they would have to pay if they were caught 

as if it were simply a speeding ticket. To this day, only a tiny number of 

establishments has specified the precise nature of plagiarism offenses and 

their related sanctions in the internal regulations for researchers and staff 

.  
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Setting up Institutional Measures 

The ethical attitude towards dealing with plagiarism would not be 

complete without institutional measures57. However, this requires support 

from the academic authorities. These authorities sometimes seem to act 

with painful slowness – however we should not hold them entirely 

responsible for inaction. They cannot act for the simple reason that they 

are sometimes not asked to intervene, nor even informed of the case: 

“I was more or less continuously the ‘competent authority’  

(4 years as university president, 18 years as president of the re-

gional committee of Research). The question is: ‘Why do they so 

rarely ask us to intervene?’. The answer seems to lie in academics’ 

willful independence: ‘Don’t interfere in my business and I won’t 

interfere in yours.’”  

But academia is changing rapidly. There are now various  

accreditations for academic institutions (HCERES, ACCSB,  

EUR-ACE…) that assess the quality of teaching and research – but these 

labels only give scant attention to plagiarism. However European  

directive 2014/95/UE was ratified by the European Parliament in April 

2014. This requirement for transparency from companies will inevitably 

be imposed on academic establishments given the many scandals that 

have shaken academia over the past few years. A recent German case pro-

vides an excellent illustration of the consequences of plagiarism, even 

years after the event: The University of Dusseldorf withdrew the title of 

Doctor, awarded 33 years ago to a Government minister, once it realized 

that she had “systematically and deliberately” cheated when writing her 

philosophy thesis58. 

 
57 These measures are a prerequisit for obtaining anti-plagiarism certification. 
58 Annette Schavan, the German Minister of Education offered her resignation to 

Angela Merkel in 2013 after her 1980 doctoral thesis was rendred invalid for pla-

giarism.  
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Academic establishments only survive today through visibility and 

credibility. Their reputation and that of their diplomas depend on the qual-

ity of their teaching and research. It is important to inform all  

researchers of a simple set of rules so that those who wish to complain of 

plagiarism can do so without fear and those who plagiarize know that a 

complaint may be made at any time. By adopting an anti-plagiarism pro-

gram, academic institutions show their willingness to engage on the path 

to transparency. This process creates meaning, trust and motivation inside 

the institution and contributes to its reputation. All organizations now 

construct their image to guarantee their attractiveness worldwide. We 

have therefore worked with the SGS59 to define the principles of institu-

tional measures that follow. 

Guidelines for Institutions 

These guidelines define the request of an anti-plagiarism program to 

prevent practices that do not conform to academic norms, namely:  

plagiarism and self-plagiarism by students and researchers. By  

convention, the term plagiarism should be understood in the specific aca-

demic context. It does not refer to royalties but regards the  

consequences of offenses against the principles of scientific integrity in 

matters of research and publication. 

Regarding students, an anti-plagiarism program aims to establish 

measures, methods and sanctions to reduce the risk of student plagiarism 

as far as possible. For teachers and researchers, an anti-plagiarism  

program should set up measures that deal with and punish the offense to 

reduce the risk of teacher and researcher plagiarism as far as possible. 

 
59 SGS is the world’s leading inspection, verification, testing and certification 

company. SGS is recognized as the global benchmark for quality and integrity. 

With more than 90,000 employees, SGS operates a network of more than 2,000 

offices and laboratories around the world. 



Organizational Dynamics and Processes 103 

 

Responding to these guidelines does not guarantee that the academic 

institution concerned will never be exposed to a case of plagiarism. The 

guidelines simply set up the necessary policies and procedures to  

prevent plagiarism as far as possible and deal with cases that may come 

up. They are also an opportunity to distinguish establishments, faculties, 

institutes, schools and other academic institutions that reach a level of 

maturity in this domain. 

Definitions of Plagiarism and Self-plagiarism 

Plagiarism, just like self-plagiarism, is fraudulent and its  

consequences are complex. This is true whether the context is  

interpersonal, inter-institutional or even international (in the case of the 

delivery of joint diplomas). As such, specific treatment is needed. 

These generic definitions apply to plagiarism whether committed by 

students or researchers.  

The definition we have retained of plagiarism is that suggested by 

the Swiss National Fund for Scientific Research in the document  

“Plagiarism and incorrect citation in the Swiss National Fund for  

Scientific Research” (“Plagiat et citation incorrecte dans les requêtes 

déposées au Fonds national Suisse”60). There is plagiarism “when the 

conclusions and results of research done by others are written under 

one’s own name”. This includes not only lifting scientific content 

(ideas, results, methods), but also the formulation of scientific facts 

(for  

example repeating the analysis of a “state of the art” of a specific 

subject, that is in itself a work of scientific research) without the correct 

citation. The citation must make the fact that the text is borrowed clear 

for the reader; it must supply a verifiable source. When a text is  

reproduced, the original source must therefore be provided nearby and 

 
60http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/Lettre%2057/news_bericht_pla-

giate_f.pdf 
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the text pointed out through appropriate formulation or quotation 

marks. 

Self-plagiarism occurs when an author re-uses research he or she 

has already published or data already analyzed without mentioning the 

fact explicitly for the reader. This practice leads to the inflation of ref-

erences in a CV. Several types of self-plagiarism are strictly forbidden, 

such as translating an article to publish it in a language other than that 

in which it first appeared without citing the first publication. It is also  

unacceptable to repeat the publication of results of identical research 

in several publications, except in special cases that are clearly and  

explicitly referenced, such as referral to previous work whose 

 reappearance is justified in a new editorial context.  

Discussion of results in two different publications may be accepted 

if all precautions for citing sources are taken, but this does not apply to 

repeating paragraphs, sentences, diagrams or results. Finally, we  

strongly advise against “salami-slicing” – or extracting from a large 

piece of research several smaller units that can be published in order to 

obtain the greatest number of articles possible (and thus increase the 

number of self).  



3  

 

 

PROFILING PLAGIARISTS  

AND THE NEED FOR NORMS 

“Technically, I would distinguish ‘professional plagiarism’, which 

means taking original ideas and changing the way they are pre-

sented, from ‘idiot plagiarism’, which means taking a text whole-

sale as it is. The first requires at least a certain understanding of 

the subject, the second does not. It’s not the same job”61 

In higher education, student plagiarism is treated as cheating and is 

sanctioned according to more or less explicit regulations. However, when 

the problem involves faculty, it is quite another story. This double stand-

ard contradicts the fundamental tenets of democracy and equity; it stems 

from the belief that research professors, unlike students, are role models 

whose conduct should be beyond reproach. However, both students and 

professors plagiarize for similar reasons. The number of actual and poten-

tial plagiarists is high and their practices many and various. This chapter 

examines the different types of plagiarists and suggests ways of dealing 

with each of them.  

Academia comprises actors of many cultures and fields. However, this 

diverse body shares a common characteristic: all academics are research-

ers and writers. They construct their identity through relationships to other 

academics and to the objects of knowledge, or writing, that they produce 

 
61 Verbatim from a respondent to our surveys. The entry is anonymous as are all 

others presented throughout this book. 
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and circulate62. Academics relate to their world according to a set of val-

ues and norms63. Most are aware of shared cultural elements that theoret-

ically at least, do not need to be made explicit: the respect of knowledge, 

just like the search for authenticity and truth are values held in common.  

Furthermore, plagiarists themselves do not question these values. 

However, what they do wonder about is their own responsibility for their 

actions. Few plagiarists consider themselves fully responsible for their 

fate when they are caught64. Most of them lay the blame on  

external causes: it is someone else’s fault or caused by circumstances be-

yond their control. In this situation, academic values of integrity cannot 

be considered as cognitive norms65. Any concrete suggestion to combat 

academic plagiarism must help actors accept their obligation to behave 

ethically.  

Despite some institutions laying down specific norms regarding  

integrity, these are not always rigorously applied. Questions are only 

raised about preventive measures when academic values are seen to be 

swept aside in unexpected quarters. Indeed, when these affairs hit the 

headlines, things start moving. This is how the University of Geneva is-

sued its first Integrity directives (see the box below).   

 
62 Dubet F. (1994), Sociologie de l’expérience, Paris, Le Seuil. 
63 Pillon V., op.cit. 
64 Rotter J. (1966), Generalized expectancies for internal versus external control 

of reinforcements, Psychological Monographs, 80, Whole No. 609. 
65 Engel P. and Mulligan K. (2003), Normes éthiques et normes cognitives, Cités, 

2003/3, N° 15, Presses Universitaires de France. 
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Directives Needed! 

For over 25 years, the research directed by Professor Ragnar 

Rylander of the Faculty of Medicine of the University of Geneva66, 

then Professor at the University of Gothenburg (Sweden), had been 

paid for by the tobacco industry. Professor Rylander chaired symposia 

whose aim was to refute Swedish specialists’ conclusions that high-

lighted the health risks caused by CO (Carbon monoxide) from ciga-

rettes in an enclosed space. On March 29, 2001, the scandal broke in a 

press release signed by two researchers. They asked for:  

1) An immediate enquiry in the university departments where Pro-

fessor Rylander had been present. 

2) An immediate moratorium on all ongoing studies based on or 

referring directly or indirectly to Mr. Rylander’s research. 

3) Complete transparency concerning the support accorded to the 

University of Geneva by cigarette manufacturers and a list of all per-

sons and research receiving such support. 

4) The university authorities to take all measures necessary to con-

demn Professor Rylander’s research and that of his collaborators vis-

à- vis scientific journals and to obtain the publication of an ad hoc com-

muniqué in these journals.  

5) All requisite measures are taken to annul the academic titles con-

ferred on Professor Rylander at the University of Geneva.  

6) Civil or criminal procedures to be undertaken if the university 

should discover that it has been very seriously damaged by  

Mr. Rylander’s actions.  

Instead of carrying out an independent enquiry, the University of 

Geneva entrusted the enquiry to three of its Deans who concluded that 

 
66 Read the « Rapport d’enquête dans l’affaire du Pr. Ragnar Rylander »,  

6 September 2004, Rectorat de l’université de Genève, http://www.unige.ch/ rec-

torat/pdf/Rapport_Rylander.pdf 
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there was not sufficient information to decide. They simply  

recommended caution be exercised towards this partner, namely the 

tobacco industry.  

These very cautious investigators argued that “freedom of re-

search” cannot restrain the author. It is worth mentioning that using an 

indisputable argument such as “scientific freedom” is troublesome. 

Who would ever reject such a principle? Obviously, Ragnar Rylander 

immediately filed a complaint against the two researchers’ accusation.  

In 2002, the determined whistle-blowers showed that they were not 

about to give up: they unearthed proof that the tobacco industry had 

financed the research, and a new investigation was carried out, still in-

ternally but this time by the “integrity delegate”. In December 2003, 

the Court rejected Professor Rylander’s claims, recognizing that proof 

of the allegations had been provided. However, since the Professor had 

retired, his administrative responsibility lapsed.  

In 2004, an internal report of the University of Geneva ended with 

these words: “The Commission would like to see information or even 

specific training sessions set up for young researchers so that they  

acquire the resources to exercise their research activities in all lucid-

ity, knowing how to manage industrial collaboration without being na-

ïve and being fully aware of their own role. The Commission proposes 

that the University Authorities (Rectors and Deans) organize a consul-

tation as to the form this assignment should take. This should be con-

sidered as an extension of the current work undertaken by the author-

ities to elaborate directives for all Faculties about scientific integrity. 

Such directives should be covered in specific courses given by practic-

ing researchers and other specialists”. 

In the wake of this, since 2006 the University of Geneva has set up 

Integrity directives that were then taken up by the Swiss National Fund. 

In the preparatory phase of these directives, in 2004, the Institute ob-

jected that the term “directive” seemed too strong and might upset 
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certain researchers. After over ten years battling with knowledge de-

linquents, it now finds the term perfectly suitable. 

Norms, Values and Plagiarism  

Academic plagiarism is increasing exponentially; it is therefore 

 important to end the academic code of silence that allows victims and 

plagiarists themselves to be treated unfairly. Some plagiarists suffer 

throughout their lives from the stigma of exclusion, while others  

continue to plagiarize without being troubled. When they act  

unethically, plagiarists risk their peers’ disapproval and may be  

gradually sidelined. This can be very painful for senior researchers. How-

ever, junior researchers may simply change country or region for a time 

– long enough for their “youthful errors” to be forgotten. Punishing only 

those who are caught in the act is unsatisfactory and irresponsible. Solu-

tions based on understanding the culprits are needed. 

The box below describes the methodology I used to induce67 the 

profiles presented in this chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
67 https://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/dedind.php 

Fig. 4: Plagiarist profiles 
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To induce these profiles I placed our academic norms and our values 

regarding plagiarism on orthogonal axes. This represents the fact that val-

ues and norms are independent of each other (see diagram above). Values 

are abstract and – theoretically at least – common to all academics, 

whereas norms are behavioral rules decreed by a given society, thus open 

to interpretation and adaptation. Over subsequent years, our research re-

sulted in suggestions for specific ways of dealing with distinct plagiarist 

profiles68. The diagram introduces the four generic profiles of plagiarists, 

namely the manipulator, the swindler, the bricoleur and the cheat.  

Research Methodology  

Among all forms of scientific fraud, plagiarism is perhaps the eas-

iest to detect69. Once it is discovered, it seems to be evident. If two 

texts are shown side by side, plagiarism stands out, even to non-spe-

cialists. The Institute’s research has tried to focus on the meaning stu-

dents and researchers attach to plagiarism. Rather than giving simple  

explanations, we try to extract their deeper experience. 

My first study in 2004 was carried out with a sample of Masters’ 

and PhD students; it lasted eighteen months. It involved only a small 

sample because the interviews had to be long enough to get in depth 

responses that would reveal meaning of the subject for the interview-

ees. However, the sample had to be large enough for semiotic compar-

isons and satisfactory internal validity. Twenty people were ques-

tioned, but by the fourteenth interview the data was almost saturated. 

The individuals interviewed were between 20 and 27 years old; there 

were 15 men and 5 women, 7 Swiss, 2 Germans, 3 Italians, 3 French, 

2 Polish, 1 Turk and 2 Portugueses. They came from six different fields 

 
68 Berger P. L. and Luckmann T. (1966), The Social Construction of Reality: 

A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge, Garden City, NY: Anchor Books. 
69 See: Denzin N. K. and Lincoln Y. S. (1998), Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry, 

Sage publications. 
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(Arts, Science, Economics and management, Medicine, Law and Po-

litical science). A protocol of confidentiality was set up to encourage 

them to speak freely. The twenty interviews were recorded and entirely 

transcribed for analysis, resulting in five characteristic profiles: the 

non-plagiarist, the manipulator, the swindler, the bricoleur and the 

cheat. See figure 4. 

To validate these findings, a second survey, this time carried out  

only with researchers, analyzed over 400 cases of proven plagiarism 

among academics whose work we analyzed between 2005 and 2013. 

Once the model had been validated, I observed (diachronically, not 

synchronically) how a set of actors and circumstances produce plagia-

rism. I thus analyzed many cases and recorded the history of plagiarists 

and the plagiarized – the former had often communicated with us by 

email. I then studied three specific cases over about thirty years, look-

ing back at plagiarism that appeared in doctoral theses from the 1980s. 

This enabled us to understand how a person develops and adapts his or 

her way of operating over time.  

The subsequent analyses showed that norms varied according to  

cultures and times. Some countries apply zero tolerance while others are 

less severe. For example, a Professor from the Far East wished to return 

there from Europe to take up a political career. In frequent interviews, he 

recognized that he had plagiarized and did not seek to hide the  

details. In his opinion, plagiarism was only elicited from the plagiarized 

researchers’ point of view; however, since he wanted to keep his good 

name, he asked for his case to be dealt with in confidence.  

In other countries, the norms to be respected are explicit and  

non-negotiable: 

“I think that we have all the necessary information in the  

universities and particularly in Swiss universities. Everyone 

knows what the sanctions are and anyone who said they cheated 
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because they thought what they were doing would not be  

punished in some way would be a liar”.  

Nevertheless, in some places, these ethical directives remain to be for-

mulated and made public. Even when they are formally circulated, behav-

iors vary depending on the degree to which each individual feels free to 

flout them:  

“I did my PhD in 2 years. I have a small database that makes it 

easy for me to find the documents I need for my writing. ‘Habit’ 

means that I feel less stressed when I plagiarize. And the fact of 

being ‘so well organized’ even impresses some colleagues.”  

These distinct profiles are significant of plagiarists’ reactions when 

they are unmasked. In this situation, they are shaken, and have no time to 

invent a role for themselves70. The following pages deal with how these 

different plagiarist profiles operate and show their expected  

reactions after being exposed. Unlike ethnologists who work with remote 

tribes and write up their findings from a distance, the population studied 

here is constantly interacting with a familiar academic world71. Perhaps 

this very familiarity blinds certain actors to what is going on in front of 

them.  

The Manipulator 

Manipulators are paradoxical. They claim the importance of  

academic values loud and clear – then they plagiarize.  

When discovered, manipulators adopt an ambiguous attitude. They 

combine strict discipline towards formal norms with an immoral stance 

 
70 Goffman E. (1959), The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Doubleday: Gar-

den City, New York. 
71 The proposals in the following pages have been presented at more than ten in-

ternational conferences. 
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towards academic values. Manipulators confuse a lack of sanctions with 

a tacit authorization to plagiarize. Manipulators, like Cheats (see  

further), agree and disagree with others by turns, depending on  

circumstances. However, unlike Cheats, Manipulators in high positions 

always retort that they are being wrongly accused: a student or someone 

else plagiarized, not them.72 Manipulators consider that they are merely 

victims of their own misplaced trust. After denying their responsibility, 

they typically explain the situation by shedding doubt on the morality of 

their entourage, declaring themselves to be victims of a conspiracy. 

“I would like to express my reserve about the colleagues who sub-

mitted ‘my case’ (sic). Their apparent worry about  

deontology is only a mask for a real attack against myself – this is 

just an extension of old rivalries that will not go away...” 

Manipulators make use of others to salvage their own pride. They la-

ment the tarnishing of their good name – something that as we shall see, 

the other plagiarist profiles do not mention. Manipulators also seem to 

dislike those whose work they steal. Rather than empathizing with their 

victims, they stubbornly refuse to make any effort to understand the an-

guish they cause.  

How Are Manipulators Caught?  

Let us return to the characteristic Manipulators share with cheats: both 

respect the rules of their microcosm and are liked by its members. They 

both start their careers by being “lackeys” for their thesis  

supervisor or some other local pundit. They then begin to organize  

 
72 This is often true, for some pay a ghostwriter in cash or in academic “kind” 

without suspecting that plagiarism will be part of the deal. Only sites that sell 

“online research papers” guarantee that their “products” are totally plagiarism-

free. This generates a paradoxical situation regarding the requirement for research 

manuscripts to be “original” work. 
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research days and various events and become active on the boards of sci-

entific associations: “He is a man of the world at conferences, where he 

keeps up his social relationships. He spends his time updating his web-

site”. In the eyes of their “clan”, their main virtue is solidarity and they 

maintain “rituals” inside their group of associates (otherwise known as 

cronies). These rituals mark the boundary between the members of “the 

gang” and the others. The “gang” is complicit in these rituals, the most 

common of which include: adding the name of a colleague to publications 

(even if the said colleague has done nothing), publishing conference con-

tributions more quickly than other colleagues, self-plagiarizing in publi-

cations to increase members’ citation index. The loyalty of manipulators 

as “clan-members” gives them significant influence in certain contexts 

and countries.  

These practices are extremely irritating for the other researchers of the 

discipline or university, but even if manipulators are chronic  

plagiarists, their actions are rarely seen as serious enough to merit legal 

or other sanctions. Should a thesis that had over seventeen pages copied 

word for word be annulled – or should the culprit simply be let off with a 

stern warning? What about those who name themselves as the main author 

on the translated version of a joint publication without mentioning it to a 

soul? Should they be formally sanctioned or is it enough for them to apol-

ogize to their “co-authors”? Peer irritation increases because manipulators 

as plagiarists are also manipulators in everyday life. Through political al-

liances, they often find themselves in positions where they can manipulate 

others. In this situation, manipulators certainly depend on the code of si-

lence mentioned above. In this game of fast and loose, enemies lurk and 

when the silence is broken, misdeeds may be uncovered at any time.  

The Manipulator’s Defense Strategy  

Manipulators lock themselves up in denial. When faced with  

accusations of plagiarism, they steadfastly stick to their own version of 
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the facts. For mediators, this is an odd conversation for both parties who 

embark on the dialogue from totally different reference points. In other 

words, even when manipulators are faced with indisputable proof of pla-

giarism, they systematically refute the evidence, as shown in the case re-

counted below. Each time manipulators are confronted with the facts, they 

become aggressive or highly emotional. Indeed, facing up to their behav-

ior means questioning their self-image as people and in terms of their 

place within the system. Since nobody manages to make schemers admit 

their guilt, they persist in denial, failing to resolve the contra 

diction between reality and their own personal perception of it.  

Addiction and Relapse   

A very interesting case that the Institute followed over several years 

is that of Faolan T. This gentleman was spotted for the first time when 

he copy-pasted over twenty pages of a book in his doctoral thesis. His 

thesis supervisor and the head examiner were well-known professors 

who never seemed to have had problems with deontology. When this  

misdeed was discovered, the plagiarized author did not wish to take the 

matter to court because he wanted to wait until he had reached a  

sufficiently high position in academia before acting – and this is just 

what he did. Despite the lack of legal action, news of the plagiarism 

reached members of the author’s scientific association by email and 

Faolan T. was asked to resign. 

Faolan T., was worried that we would publicize his case and on the 

advice of one of his protectors, he telephoned us. He didn’t  

understand… For over half an hour, we tried to explain that the job of 

an academic entails and implies strong values and ethics. In view of 

this, he should therefore admit that what he had done was  

serious. Faolan T. persisted in his denial. Since nobody in his circle 

could provide him with support and help him see reality as it was, we 

advised him to seek psychological guidance to help him to come to 
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terms with his problem. We suggested that once he could face up to his 

wrongdoing, he should keep his head down so people would forget 

about him, and then gradually start to publish well-grounded articles to 

prove to everyone that he was once again to be trusted.  

Faolan T., in total denial, said he felt abandoned by the system to 

which he had loyally devoted a lot of time and energy: he had been 

involved in his scientific association, had always been well liked and 

was available for numerous editorial projects. Throughout our inter-

view and to defend himself, Faolan T cited the support of full profes-

sors he could count on for “protection”.  

A few years later, we were once again called upon for a complaint 

regarding Faolan T. His plagiarism appeared in two articles published 

simultaneously (i.e. self-plagiarism) in two different journals. He had 

lifted part of an article published around seven years before word for 

word. The plaintiff was not even mentioned in the bibliography. At the 

same time, we found that Faolan T. was invited as Guest Editor in 

Chief in two academic journals. Recognized for his hard work and 

helpfulness, Faolan T. knew how to surround himself with researchers 

who would hear nothing of his misdeeds. They were convinced he is a 

“good person” (sic).  

Manipulators like to defend themselves by thinking up elaborate sce-

narios and explanations. They dodge reality by creating so many smoke 

screens that the actors involved cannot think clearly. However, this web 

of deceit and influence ends up trapping them too, for it draws in many 

other actors who do not forget them easily. A characteristic of staging the 

affair is verbal abuse. Manipulators know how to upset people and how 

to grandstand, as this email extract shows: “Our little academic world is 

crawling with this type of fratricidal war and your university has not been 

spared its own bloody episodes, here is a reminder...”. There is a correla-

tion between power and violent reaction and the more powerful manipu-

lators are in the academic hierarchy, the more threatening they become. 
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 Sometimes in their headlong rush to nowhere they persist in denying 

the facts until their clan persuades them to “seek justice” in a court of law. 

Not only are today’s courts less indulgent towards plagiarists than they 

used to be, but when it comes to the crunch, these crowds of  

supposed “friends” quickly evaporate.  

Manipulators always claim to be victims of political maneuvers by 

colleagues seeking to get rid of them or who are jealous of their  

position. And this is true! The season of nominations or elections is al-

ways a trigger for a plagiarism “affair”. Moreover, manipulators’  

enemies certainly know how to avoid being targets of revenge.  

Generally, they bide their time, taking every precaution to gather all the 

evidence73 before revealing the culprit. 

 But manipulators also have many allies. They benefit from  

protection because people either believe them or cover for them. And if 

they are covered, it is because such practices are encouraged by certain 

people who do not want people to look into things too deeply. This means 

that efforts to unearth the full story are sometimes vain. A victim of pla-

giarism filed a complaint with the ethical committee of an  

academic association. The association’s investigation concluded: 

“After thoroughly investigating the case, our position is that there 

is no basis for pursuing this further nor for sanctions. We do, how-

ever, consider that it is due to a conspicuous blunder that can be 

criticized. It could even be due to a recognized lack of  

intellectual rigor from the authors of this communication, rather 

than to any real wish to take ownership of the original  

constituents of the plagiarized party. Consequently, the case is 

 
73 It takes about three months to uncover plagiarism committed by professors and 

researchers and a year if the offense involves the highest echelons of the univer-

sity. 
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closed. This declaration is without appeal and no justification will 

be given.” 

What Do Manipulators Tell Us About Academia? 

Manipulators tend to be distressed individuals. Plagiarism highlights 

a dilemma between two aspects of life as an academic: the social side of 

academia that manipulator-type plagiarists do not wish to give up, and the 

ethical side that they fail to assimilate. Manipulators do not possess the 

originality to perform research and they fail to achieve the reputation they 

think they deserve. Being accused of plagiarism confronts them with a 

reality, they may not wish to face.  

The gulf between what manipulators say and what they do is very dis-

turbing. The facts of the case need to be examined objectively to avoid 

being taken in by manipulators’ claim to victimhood. However, they are 

opportunists who change their behavior according to their  

environment. They remain faithful to the lax values that justify their ac-

tions in their own eyes and those of their clan members. Manipulators 

have not acquired the deepest values of academia and they are likely to 

usurp educational and professional qualifications. This is unjust and 

should be condemned without hesitation. Dialogue with manipulators is 

only feasible if explicit norms of integrity allow them to be caught and 

punished. Although this seems harsh, it is the only way they can be helped 

to face reality and cure themselves.  

The Swindler  

Swindlers are the ideal plagiarists: they are individualists who, 

unlike manipulators, do not dramatize the conflict. Their independent na-

ture is seen in their never referring to others – unless it is to accuse them 

of plagiarizing! Like some other types of plagiarists, for example trick-

sters (see further), swindlers possess a feeling of power that enables them 
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to handle a thousand and one affair with panache. What makes them rad-

ically different from bricoleurs is their discretion. If possible, swindlers 

disappear like thieves in the night, finding jobs elsewhere before their 

crimes are punished. And there is every chance that they will get away 

with their offenses: most academic institutions have no interest in paying 

for legal procedures only to find that they may have to keep the culprit 

within their walls. In other words, swindlers often manage to avoid pun-

ishment in favor of a “friendly arrangement”.  

How Are Swindlers Caught?  

Swindlers are perfectly aware of academic values but they have a 

purely “free-market” mindset when it comes to power. Swindlers are 

more interested in their publication citation index or how much they re-

ceive in royalties than in their colleagues’ approval. Indeed, if they want 

to, swindlers are quite capable of producing ordinary work without a trace 

of plagiarism; they simply assess the potential result of their actions (in 

terms of time, pay, etc.) compared to the risk of being caught. In fact, 

swindlers plagiarize like “real” writers write: it is second nature to them. 

Some swindlers become addicted, as shown by Michel Charles74 who re-

vealed that a certain author had repeated his offense in eighteen different 

texts with thirty-four instances of plagiarism. The author wonders what 

lies behind such a long career as a plagiarist.  

It may seem amazing that such imposters can act for years with  

impunity. However, even if many of their peers are suspicious,  

swindlers are hard to catch red-handed. In fact, they are so discreet that 

their publications attract little attention. They prefer to publish in 

intermediate category journals whose articles are less controversial than 

 
74 Charles M. (2014), Le plagiat sans fard. Recette d'une singulière imposture, 

Fabula, November. (Unadorned plagiarism – recipe for a singular sham) 
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those in top ranked publications. The swindlers that make the headlines 

are always caught if they publish in top rank journals.  

These opportunists are not inclined to belong to any clan and this is 

how their profile differs from the three others. Swindlers’ long survival 

within the system is down to their mobility. As soon as they are  

discovered, they change location, group or institutions. Another  

characteristic is their taste for risk: one day, trusting too much to luck, 

swindlers take things a step too far and are caught out. However, only rare 

disciplinary instances adopt an exemplary stance against them and their 

recurrent deviance. Most swindlers who are caught leave for  

another area, often with a golden handshake from their university and a 

mutual agreement to hush up the affair. But when an investigation is car-

ried out, the results are instructive, as shown in the case below.  

Plant Puzzle  

This case, presented by Pierre-Michel Forget, has been widely  

commented by the international academic press as well as in national 

newspapers75. It has to be said that the story is an interesting one,  

because plagiarism enabled its author to benefit for over five years 

from various grants and subsequent honors. The reviewer of a scien-

tific 

journal noticed that one of his articles, published in 2007, had been 

plagiarized. He informed his co-author, a lecturer at the Paris Natural 

History Museum who was a specialist in tropical forest ecosystems. It 

didn’t take long for this expert to find the swindler’s name and make 

investigations. He subsequently brought to light about ten plagiarized 

articles between 2006 and 2011, published by the same swindler.  

 

 
75 http://retractionwatch.com/2012/03/08/plagiarism-leads-to-seven-retractions-

and-counting-in-the-conservation-literature/ 
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• As an example, two articles are identical down to the last  

comma! “Comparison between field performance of cuttings 

and seedlings of Eucalyptus globulus” and “Comparison be-

tween field performance of cuttings and seedlings of Carapa”.  

• However, the above are not the same plant species and have 

very different traditional uses.  

• The first article was published in 2005 in a paper-format journal 

(EDP Sciences), the second in 2011 in an online journal  

(International Research Journal of Plant Sciences). 

• Note the similarity between the acknowledgments: 

The original: “The authors wish to thank RAIZ (Institute of  

Forest and Paper Research) and in particular José Alexandre 

Araújo for conducting this research project and especially for 

providing the data and all relevant information used in the  

present study.”  

• The copy: “The authors wish to thank (MRS) Scientific Re-

search Ministry for supporting this work, the ICRAF (World  

Agroforestry Centre) and in particular Professor Agathe 

Massanga Mikano for conducting this research project and 

especially for providing the data and all relevant information 

used in the present study.”  

• As for the coauthors, at least one has retired and according to 

Sciences, none of the co-authors knew that their names were 

being used. 

• Half the references are fake. For example: 

Koyo P & Binguila J. (1994). Evolution spatiale des agrégats 

du Padouk (Pterocarpus soyauxii, Fabaceae) dans la forêt à 

légumineuse de Dimonika, Mayombe, Congo. Acta Botanica 

Gallica 141(3): 351-359. FAKE  

Kokou, K. (1994) Evolution spatiale des agrégats d'Angélique 

de Guyane (Dicorynia guianensis) sur le dispositif d'étude 

http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/lettre47/Gaspar2005_AFS.pdf
http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/lettre47/Gaspar2005_AFS.pdf
http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/lettre47/Pangou%20_et_al.2011pdf.pdf
http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/lettre47/Pangou%20_et_al.2011pdf.pdf
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“forêt naturelle” de Paracou en Guyane française. Acta botanica 

gallica, Vol.141 (3), p. 351-359. TRUE  

Bibila AR, Makosso AZ and Tathy JC (2006). Domestication 

of Carapa procera: Amenability to vegetative propagation. For-

est Ecology and Management 237: 246-251. FAKE  

Atangana, A.R., Z. Tchoundjeu, E.K. Asaah, A.J. Simons, and 

D.P. Khasa 2006. Domestication of Allanblackia floribunda: 

Amenability to vegetative propagation. Forest Ecology and  

Management 237: 246-251. TRUE  

Bongou V, Chistopher C (1989). Impact of road side agriculture 

on subsistence hunting in the rainforests of Congo. Amer. J. 

Phys. Anthrop. 1989, 78, 485-494. FAKE  

• The editors reacted more or less rapidly. In its statement of 13th 

March 2012, the Paris Natural History Museum notes for  

example that Elsevier waited until the journal Science had  

presented and commented on the results of Pierre-Michel  

Forget’s investigation before informing the editors of the  

International Research journal of Plant Sciences (IRJPS) that 

they had to withdraw the plagiarized article.  

• Finally, the journals involved withdrew two articles for plagia-

rism and modified the title of one article.  

• At the time of these events, this “swindler-researcher” was  

advisor to the Minister of Research in his own country. His  

offenses brought about the use of “Carapa” in central Africa as 

“Eucalyptus globulus” in West Africa. However, these are not 

the same species and the traditional uses are very different 

among the populations concerned. But neither the media nor the 

population have any idea of this.   
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The Swindler’s Defense Strategy  

Swindlers certainly have nerve. They do not hesitate to commit heavy 

plagiarism or translations of articles if they think the chances of being 

caught are minimal. Their boundless self-confidence is almost admirable. 

They always come up with the same excuse: “I trusted my assistant who 

then committed plagiarism. I am just a victim”. Of course, this is an ex-

cellent short-term tactic, for everyone prefers to deal with a negligent col-

league than a fraudulent peer! 

These inveterate gamblers only stay within a system if they can get 

something out of it. They have analyzed all the rules and looked into their 

grey areas – where anything is possible. For example, they know that the 

chances of having their thesis canceled if they keep to “light” plagiarism 

are minimal. They are often the first to ask for their work to be submitted 

to similarity detecting software – of course, they do their homework be-

forehand, correcting any “risky” passages with paraphrases. Another 

swindler’s trick is to get around detection software by replacing blanks 

between plagiarized words with random letters76.  

If there is the slightest risk that they will not get away with their  

actions, swindlers do not seek to justify their behavior. They quickly call 

on a lawyer to negotiate an honorable exit. Their defense consists of 

showing how other establishments deal with plagiarism and suggesting 

that the responsibility is their establishments’ or their supervisors’.  

Doctoral students or young researchers typically react by saying that their 

supervisors did not supervise them closely enough and this  

negligence encouraged their actions. Indeed, it is up to thesis supervisors 

to warn students of the risks of plagiarizing. However, sometimes peers 

will then criticize the supervisor rather than the student.  

 
76 With this technique, the software was incapable of finding sequences of plagia-

rised words for they appear joined together. 
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What Do Swindlers Tell Us About Academia?  

Swindlers are lone wolves with inflated egos. They consider  

themselves to be above the system and this finally brings about their 

downfall. When discovered, they do not put up a fight. Instead, they admit 

that they have lost, and change casinos. Since, generally, swindlers are 

known to have plagiarized frequently (and often with respectable co-au-

thors who would never be denounced), they are simply asked to resign. 

They spend a year or two in another country so they can be forgotten. 

Sometimes they return once their most virulent opponents are no longer 

in positions of authority.  

The lack of communication among educational establishments is one 

of the swindler’s main advantages. When universities find out about swin-

dlers’ past “careers” only after recruiting them, it is embarrassing. How-

ever, institutions rarely release this type of information officially for fear 

of adverse publicity or libel suits. Investigative journalism is the swin-

dler’s worst enemy for online articles can publish their “e-dentity” for all 

to see. A few meticulous, unrelenting researchers who analyze swindlers’ 

writings are also a potential danger, but these often resign themselves to 

the situation:  

“Analyzing all his work would take years. I have my own  

research to do. And I don’t want the Italian plagiarism tables that 

I helped to make, to be communicated to the university  

authorities. Since I am the only Italian, they would immediately 

think of me, and I don’t want any trouble.”  
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The Bricoleur  

Bricoleurs have a singular attitude: the day, when, to everyone’s  

surprise, they are convicted of plagiarism, they look shattered. They do 

not try to deny it or blame someone else. Their action appears to be a one-

off, an isolated incident, but in fact it is nothing of the sort.  

Bricoleurs almost immediately confess to being guilty. The offense was a 

mistake that happened because of stress, fatigue, burnout, etc. They apol-

ogize, hoping that this will be enough and that the business will go no 

further. 

Bricoleurs are always surprised when they suddenly find themselves 

regarded as petty delinquents, because they have a high opinion of them-

selves. Their favorite expressions are “How could I be so stupid? How did 

I do that?”. They appear genuinely upset and rather than defend them-

selves, they ask where they went wrong. Bricoleurs also have an astute 

idea of their role in the academic system and are often worried about the 

consequences of their offense on collaborators and students. Indeed, bri-

coleurs’ distinguishing characteristic compared to other plagiarist profiles 

is their empathy for their victims, whom they often want to compensate 

in one way or another.  

How Are Bricoleurs Caught?  

Bricoleurs know all about academic values; they have an excellent 

understanding of the rules of the game. Most of the time, they hold high 

positions – laboratory director, head of assignments in scientific  

associations or even Editor in chief of scientific journals. Bricoleurs are 

colleagues who arouse no suspicion…until they make a mistake. They are 

autonomous and independent, but often find ways of enabling their col-

leagues, collaborators (and themselves) to benefit from opportunities for 

publication or research funding. They are creative, energetic and commit-

ted; they are certain of one thing: the system is so cumbersome that you 
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sometimes have to know how to “work around it” for the good of the 

team.  

And this is where bricoleurs often slip into a form of amorality that 

causes their downfall. They do not hide and do not even try to disguise 

their cheating. They often begin by self-plagiarizing, that is, recycling 

their own (already published) ideas, results and personal writings,  

reusing them in different contexts without citing sources. They  

sometimes add one guest author, then a second to their publications when 

these have contributed nothing. And they often appear in  

publications that they have hardly read. Running short of time, they find 

themselves trapped in the race to publish “ever more”, even though they 

do not need to prove themselves given their position in the university hi-

erarchy. If bricoleurs allow their egos to get the better of their ethics, they 

are likely to pay a high price for their mistakes, as illustrated in the case 

below.  

The E-density of a Plagiarist  

After a conference, Jack M. published a hastily put together article 

from his notes and copy pastes from the Internet. In this document, 

Jack M. certainly cited sources, but they were diluted and lost in the 

body of the text.  

As the months went by, Jack M. forgot what was his and what came 

from the work of one of the greatest 20th-century philosophers from 

whom he got his inspiration. As soon as the formal elements of  

plagiarism were revealed, Jack M. did not shout about the injustice of 

the situation and did not try to hide behind stories of political revenge. 

He recognized his guilt, explaining that his writings were in fact, an 

extension of the work of the renowned and recognized author.  

This highly ranked researcher transformed negligence into blind-

ness: he could no longer distinguish his own ideas from those of a fa-

mous author whom he plagiarized. He showed us a letter that he asked 
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the famous author to write shortly before his death. The letter contained 

three types of arguments. The author considers that Jack M had not 

plagiarized him because: 

• Jack M. recognized being inspired by the author’s writing, 

• Jack M. reconstructed the logic of the analyses referred to in the 

text in his own words, 

• Jack M. applied his analyses to a problem area specific to his 

discipline and this is true at each stage of the argument.  

It is interesting to see how what was originally a sort of “self-

styled” writing was transformed over time into fraud. Even if the pla-

giarized author disagrees, this camouflage infringes the reader’s basic 

right to access to the sources. This means that even if a famous author 

may personally think he has not been plagiarized, this does not mean 

that plagiarism has not occurred.  

In this unfortunate case, Jack M. suffered years of suspicion from 

his colleagues. Indeed, the politically committed press heard about the  

affair. Today, each time you search Jack M’s name on the Internet, a 

more or less negative article about plagiarism appears. Worse still, 

some secondary school sites warning students of plagiarism, provide 

links to newspapers dating from the time of this case, to scare their  

students!  

Having to live for years suspected by one’s peers and being the  

subject of articles or blogs that mix rumor and reality constitute a dou-

ble punishment for the plagiarist.  

Bricoleurs lose their clearheadedness under pressure. One day, 

 under mounting pressure to publish when they still have files to finish, 

chapter deadlines to meet, exam papers to correct, conferences to 

 prepare, articles to review… these academic stakhanovists make one mis-

take. It causes their downfall. Indeed, their autonomy is their undoing; 

working in isolation, they do not see their carelessness creeping up over 
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the years. When bricoleurs speak openly, they talk about their disappoint-

ment with a knowledge society that no longer allows them to express 

themselves and stand out from the crowd: 

“Too many publications, articles that are more and more alike with 

no risk, that leads readers not to differentiate, and anyway, reading 

articles more and more superficially or not at all. You just read the 

abstract and cite, that’s all, or simply because it has been cited by 

others”  

What Are the Bricoleur’s Defense Strategies?  

Bricoleurs’ productivity is their best insurance policy. In fact, they 

climb the hierarchy because they are intelligent and much in demand. 

They accept numerous responsibilities, sometimes giving seminars in sev-

eral institutions and supervising a swarm of doctoral students… How 

could the system pass up the services of these work addicts? And this is 

what bricoleurs love. Their self-driven demands keep them busy on all 

fronts at the risk of losing sight of basic ethical principles?  

Bricoleurs’ autonomy is their best asset; their independent principles 

allow them to act with complete freedom to bend the rules to suit the sit-

uation. They are convinced that the end justifies the means and that time 

will prove them right: “My director told me the results he wanted. Often 

he even wrote the article before we had the results of all the analyses”. 

For as long as this works, bricoleurs continue making decisions in accord-

ance with their convictions. Their over complacency finally leads them 

down the wrong path. 

This was the case in the field of biology. A thesis supervisor  

encouraged a doctoral student to write an article about part of his work. 

This article was to constitute a major chapter of the student’s thesis77. The 

 
77 In this field a thesis may be submitted as a collection of published articles rather 

than as a monograph. 
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experiment had been carried out and the article had been entirely written 

by the doctoral student; it was then corrected by the thesis  

supervisor. The doctoral student wrote: 

“I sent the first version of the article in PDF format to a list of over 

20 authors that my supervisor imposed on me (this was the first 

frustrating thing). Jamar V. was one of these authors. Since he was 

also an ‘author’ of articles, he must have thought that he could take 

screen shots of certain diagrams and copy-paste whole paragraphs 

for his own publication, without being accused of anything.” 

The nuance is in the verb “accused” instead of “caught”. Jamar V. was 

in fact both accused and caught by this victim who had his doctorate title 

to defend. The story does not say whether the eighteen other co-authors 

were happy to see “their” article withdrawn from the prestigious publica-

tion for proven plagiarism. 

What Do Bricoleurs Tell Us About Academia? 

“Once the tiger has tasted blood, he cannot do without it”. This  

Indian proverb rings true for the bricoleur. He becomes a full-blown fraud 

because it is true that “the frequency and visibility of a deviant act  

influence the speed of acquisition of a deviant character78”. This is how 

some of academia’s most talented actors fall into knowledge delinquency. 

Because bricoleurs occupy many functions and often play key roles in 

the academic system, their plagiarism has wide-ranging ramifications. 

However indulgent one might feel towards them, one should not lose sight 

of the enormous damage their inappropriate behavior can cause. Ideally 

one should seek to bring bricoleurs back into the fold before they lose 

their creative talents, for these independent spirits are often gifted re-

searchers whose contribution to knowledge cannot be denied. 

 
78 Pillon V., op. cit. 
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The Cheat  

 The cheat is the most common plagiarist profile. When cheats are ac-

cused of plagiarizing heavily, their display of good faith is  

disconcerting: they seem barely to understand the seriousness of the situ-

ation. Cheats spend their time with loyal companions and do not have 

particularly extrovert personalities – they just go with the flow. Cheats 

react to accusations by insisting on their honesty; they then turn towards 

a protector who serves as an intermediary in the negotiations. Like ma-

nipulators, Cheats begin their career as “good citizens” ingratiating them-

selves with a protective clan. However, they have nothing of the Manip-

ulator’s inflated ego.  

Cheats lack personal morals regarding respect for others’ research. It 

is thus vain to hope that they might understand the consequences of pla-

giarism as described in Chapter One of this book. This attitude is clear in 

the following passage, a plagiarist’s answer to an enquiry from one of his 

victims: 

“To reassure you, none of the work on this part of my thesis  

resulted in any articles. The thesis being in French, there is  

normally little risk that it will be cited in articles in English. I com-

pletely agree to withdraw the PDF of the thesis from the online 

archives, but I no longer have the access code and don’t know how 

to go about doing this.”  

How Are Cheats Caught?  

Cheats begin their “career” when they embark on a PhD in a specific 

laboratory or department. They mistakenly think that this represents the 

whole of academia, whereas it is only a micro-community whose  
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communication codes are acquired gradually79. Until recently, these com-

munities were based on true solidarity among their members.  

However, the Internet revolution, the ensuing globalization of academic 

production and the resulting ever-increasing demand for productivity, 

have changed things. Now, some of these communities have become op-

portunity networks: their common aim is to maintain the “rhythm of pro-

duction” for publications.  

With this in mind, some leaders of these networks put individuals’ 

morals into a straightjacket. The “newbies” quickly succumb to the com-

munity leaders’ “relative norms” that include adding guest authors to their 

publications, diluting references, etc. In this way, at the very beginning of 

their career, Cheats find themselves trapped in a web of debt that is part 

and parcel of their position80. They have little freedom of action, because 

they are indebted to others for their “respected” positions, and of course, 

debt comes with obligations. These lead Cheats to become full members 

of the group’s school of thought and community history. Cheats may 

sometimes become victims of plagiarism themselves or figure as co-au-

thors of less reputable publications – but no-one asks their opinion. Cheats 

then sink slowly into a state of benevolent amorality. 

They are caught because of their negligent research whose 

implications they fail to perceive. They work according to a highly per-

sonal classification of unethical practice. For example, they consider add-

ing fictitious authors as less serious than the wholesale theft of  

another’s work; nevertheless, both practices are useful for adding  

publications to a CV. The cheat’s main “virtue” is modesty and many are 

taken in by cheats’ presumed naivety during attempts at mediation prior 

to an investigation. 

 
79 Augé M. (1998), A Sense for the Other: The Timeliness and Relevance of An-

thropology, Translated by Amy Jacobs, Mestizo Spaces, Standford University 

Press. 
80 Lénel P., op. cit. 
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Saga of an Ordinary Cheat  

Here is a victim’s complaint: 

“I find it strange that Alma C. can write three articles based on her 

Master’s dissertation that has not been published and is unavailable 

online. I thought that the aim of a bibliography was for readers to find 

pertinent sources for their own research… I was shocked that she did 

not inform me before adding my name to her publications. Would you 

accept your name being used in scientific publications simply because 

your data had been used, without you giving your opinion on the text? 

And Alma C. also drew the maps on the initial basis I provided in our 

exchanges. I don’t think anyone could question that. I am not here to 

decide whether Alma C. failed to recognize her predecessors’ contri-

butions accidentally or on purpose when she published these two maps. 

But it seems reasonable to ask that their sources be mentioned”.  

Another phenomenon that occurs regularly is self-plagiarism; this 

is not well recognized in Europe but North Americans consider it as 

fraud.  

An example is the case of two young authors who thought it normal 

to translate one of their articles published in a French journal and sub-

mit it to an American journal as an original. They had been “told” that 

the aim of doing this was to obtain a maximum readership for their 

research. One of the authors, who worked in Canada, was severely rep-

rimanded and had to withdraw the article from the American publica-

tion. He wrote: “Nobody had told us that his was forbidden”. However, 

they should have understood without being told, for they had signed a 

letter ceding their rights to the journal. They thought that everyone 

used this tactic as a way of beefing up a CV at minimum cost.  

We had to explain that they should have sought authorization from 

the first journal and if this were granted, they must make it explicit on 

the first page of the English version that “This article is largely inspired 
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by… published in the … Journal and contains numerous passages from 

that version” 81. 

What Are Cheats’ Defense Strategies? 

Cheats are self-effacing and this is worth something in a profession 

where egos play a large role. Cheats do not play in the “Champions’ 

league” of research. They also have “the right” principles in that they con-

form to local “custom” – indeed, conforming is their outstanding charac-

teristic. When questioned about their actions, they reply, “That’s how it is 

done in our Lab”. Cheats find it hard to recognize their  

mistakes for this requires them to reconsider their mentor whose  

approval they seek. Cheats are intriguing: if they had worked in a  

different lab, in a micro-community with true academic values, they 

might have turned out differently.  

Cheats do not apologize for plagiarizing and local big shots soon get 

involved in the ensuing battle. Upset that their protégé’s “embarrassing 

behavior” has been discovered, they trigger internal wars that spoil the 

collegial relationships that favor good research. They defend their  

protégés and invariably write threatening letters to the person reporting 

the offense. These usually begin: “I am revolted by (Or I object to or I am 

scandalized by) your remarks”. They end “If you continue, we have no 

choice but to take the matter to court…”. These “protectors” need to have 

their say – normally with a large audience on copy. However, their ritual 

saber-rattling is wholly symbolic and may be countered by  

effective communication techniques. These usually result in calming the 

situation, for protectors rarely defend their protégé to the end. When their 

mentors fall silent or are sidelined, cheats must answer for their actions 

by themselves. 

 
81 Of course, if this is written, the second journal rarely accepts the publication. 
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What Do Cheats Tell Us about Academia?  

Cheats are not very likable. They submit to those who keep them in 

their “comfortable” position without questioning their protectors’ ethics. 

The cheat’s inability to take personal responsibility is shown in the  

following extract from a reply to a plagiarized author:  

“I repeat, my paper was reviewed by two reviewers from the jour-

nal. I repeat for the nth time, if there is really plagiarism,  

automatically, the paper would be rejected and you know very well 

that reviewers have software to check whether there is  

plagiarism or not. I am guilty of nothing and you can see with the 

Editor in chief and ask him to send you the reviewers’ reports, you 

should take it up with him” 82.  

Cheats are quick learners in an academic system that is complacent 

about its faults constantly reorganizing to patch up its failings. If cheats 

avoid sanctions, they are likely to obtain tenured positions, often  

recommended by the charismatic leader of their original research units. 

Because they are politically obedient, their protectors often nominate 

them to gratifying positions. They may appear in the highest echelons of 

power – in commissions or as heads of nomination committees –, thus 

making it easy for their mentors to pull strings from the wings if  

necessary. This is exasperating for honest researchers who witness the 

hijacking of the academic principles of peer election: 

“Poor ethical practices and various forms of plagiarism based on 

some of my research have increased in this laboratory. The initial 

instances of plagiarism were never even reported, let alone dealt 

with. This plagiarist attributed the results to one of his co-authors 

who was a large-scale plagiarist in Saudi Arabia. However, since 

 
82 The article was indeed withdrawn from the publication and the Editor in chief 

wrote a very explicit note about the plagiarism that justified the withdrawal. 
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his protector had just been elected director of the laboratory, noth-

ing was done.” 

Norms of Integrity  

A child comes home from school with a punishment for stealing cray-

ons from the teacher. The father says: “Why did you do that? How stupid! 

You know I get crayons for nothing at work. Everyone takes them”. This 

story was told at a conference by a young doctor to  

illustrate a deficit of a good example. Good examples help people  

acquire moral behavior and make decisions based on personal  

responsibility. Excuses make behavior into a free for all: “everyone else 

does it”. Researchers are not immune to this type of collective amorality.  

In the procedures of expert assessment or mediation, we analyze  

behavior on three levels: the factual, the relational and the contextual. 

These levels are used to identify the profile of the plagiarist under  

mediation. Indeed, a different type of action or compensation is 

recommended according to each case. These recommendations are based 

on the norms and ethical rules common to all researchers.  

Identify the Plagiarist’s Profile Before Taking Action   

The more refined the team’s analyses, the better equipped it is to sug-

gest coherent follow up suited to different types of plagiarist. In this vein, 

it is also useful to investigate the plagiarists’ relationships with laborato-

ries and co-authors and obtain their perception of the situation.  

The case of Helen M. illustrates how the Institute works on a case. 

Helen M. was a young researcher and a victim of plagiarism. She  

forwarded an email she had received from Teddy S., her plagiarist, who 

had not denied plagiarizing her thesis:  

“I knew the risks of doing this but since the thesis had been  

validated by the laboratory (my supervisor and X who was my 
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chief examiner were aware of the situation), I continued to act in 

this way. Again, I’m very sorry for putting you in this situation 

and doing you wrong and if you need anything to help solve  

the problem, I am at your disposal.”  

This email alone identifies Teddy S. as a plagiarist with the profile of 

“cheat”. He does not hide behind a plot and is not outraged by his  

victim’s accusations. Quite the opposite, Teddy S. is very cordial, while 

still showing a certain lack of awareness of the seriousness of his  

offense. It is not clear so far whether Teddy S. was aware of the true  

behavior of the professors around him or not.  

The very next day, Teddy’s supervisor asked him to write to Helen M. 

The tone of the letter changed immediately: “I am the only one 

 responsible for what has happened and take full responsibility. Once 

again, I’m sorry for mixing too many things up”. This defensive 

 reaction from the supervisor was intriguing (according to the cheat pro-

file, the supervisor would have taken the role of protector). After analyz-

ing Teddy S.’s thesis using similarity detection software, another plagia-

rized article was discovered with no source cited. Teddy S’s three co-au-

thors were his tutor, thesis supervisor and the head examiner of his doc-

toral defense. Is it credible to think that they saw nothing and that Teddy 

S. was the only one to blame? If so, were they merely “guest” authors? 

To find out more, the mediation team asked the president of the university 

that had awarded Teddy’s doctorate to arbitrate. This resulted in the team 

obtaining enough information to fully support the plaintiff’s argument and 

stress her request for compensation. The university president appreciated 

the mediators’ work and mentioned the usefulness of the tools they pro-

vided: 

“In the context of this process, I can assure you that Madame 

Helen M’s request will be examined with all due precaution. But 

we will also rely on the tools you put at the disposal of 

establishments. Yours sincerely.”  
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However, this type of assessment is not always so easy and it is  

possible to make mistakes. An example is the case of Nadine E. for over 

15 years with many witnesses’ reports; it was an affair that intrigued us. 

When Nadine E. began her doctoral studies with Jules G. she was a hard-

working, determined young woman. She soon became well-liked and 

Jules G. suggested she carry out analyses of data for one of his  

articles under his supervision. Since she did a very good job, Jules G. 

wrote her name as co-author on an article in a scientific journal. The same 

scenario took place with another senior researcher from the same labora-

tory. So, although not yet a PhD, Nadine E. had two articles in two high-

level journals to her credit, each with a full professor as  

co-author. Then, one day, Nadine E. had a quarrel (for personal reasons) 

with Jules G. who retaliated by attacking her verbally in public.  

The mentors of her scientific association considered Nadine E. to be a 

victim. They protected her by helping her to publish an article alone. Na-

dine E. had already submitted an article to this association’s  

conference with Claudia Q. on Claudia’s subject. Six months later, an ar-

ticle that was a 70% match to the conference article was published by 

Nadine E. in the association’s journal – the normal time taken to publish 

is three years. The article had no reference to the research published with 

Claudia Q., and did not mention her name. Now, if both names had fig-

ured on this publication, Nadine E. would not have obtained tenure the 

following year. When Claudia Q. told the Institute this story, the media-

tors presented the case in writing to the editorial committee of the scien-

tific journal concerned. The problem was, this was not only a  

matter of an article, it was also about getting tenure. If the truth came out, 

what would all those who had failed to get tenure think? Claudia Q. did 

not have her point of view heard, and the affair was duly hushed up. I 

concluded that Nadine E. was a cheat – certainly amoral, but subject to 

the laws of her institutional environment.  
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Twenty years later… Nadine E. has now been propelled to the  

highest spheres of her field thanks to constant meticulous work in her 

learned society and other qualities that are beyond the scope of this book. 

She spent her entire career using her power to eliminate her  

detractors’ contributions during conferences and to promote instead those 

of her friends. After long years at the top of her association, she ended up 

being thrown out when the powers in charge changed. She then became 

vice-president of the board of administration of a small university. This 

means that the Institute’s previous diagnosis of her as a Cheat had been 

wrong. Had she been correctly diagnosed as a manipulator contravening 

explicit integrity directives, her power would have been limited. But at 

that time, the norms were not explicit and the expertise needed to identify 

her profile was lacking.  

Promoting Norms and Practical Ethics  

Is there a specific ethical framework83 regarding plagiarism? When 

directives do exist, they tend to be so general that organizations (or even 

whole nations), can interpret them as they wish. A case in point is the 

following very vague directive:  

“Researchers should be familiar with the strategic goals  

governing their research environment and funding mechanisms, 

and should seek all necessary approvals before starting their re-

search or accessing the resources provided.”84  

“Should” therefore means that in the name of individual freedom, the 

researcher is wholly and solely responsible for his actions. Directives of 

 
83 Bergadaà M. (2004), Evolution de l’épistémè économique et sociale : proposi-

tion d'un cadre de morale, de déontologie, d'éthique et de responsabilité pour le 

marketer, Recherche et Applications en Marketing, 19, 1, pp. 55-72. 
84 The European Charter for Researchers Charter, p. 12, https://euraxess.ec.eu-

ropa.eu/sites/default/files/am509774cee_en_e4.pdf 



Profiling Plagiarists and the Need for Norms 139 

 

integrity have not been developed in our field because our real “clients”, 

the readers, do not file complaints against plagiarism.  

Etymologically, “Ethics” comes from the Greek word ethos that 

means customs and ways of behaving. Although it has a similar root to 

that of “morals” (mores in Latin), ethics leads to reasoning with a  

utilitarian aim – that of the group’s well-being. Socrates (469-399 BC.), 

saw ethics as a political instrument that enabled a government to guide its 

citizens towards a happy life. Ethics denotes a theoretical reflection that 

originally dealt with the morals of organization. This reflection may result 

in collective charters that are more or less formalized. These  

organizational ethical charters provide behavioral guidelines that prevent 

members from needing to discuss ethical questions. Such charters ex-

panded during 1960s as a form of contract between society at large and 

companies85. In the business world, workers are sometimes made to sign 

ethical charters that specify which behaviors are unacceptable. This also 

enables companies to defend themselves in law against collaborators who 

do not comply.  

The ethics stated in these charters are relative. Each organization 

establishes rules according to its culture, specific objectives and 

resources. Charters render organizational decisions applicable to  

everyday activity and promote organizations’ values. Thus, ethical  

charters make it possible to develop similar behaviors in workers of 

branches that are sometimes located in countries with very different cul-

tural habits86. This type of “ethics” is also contingent in our academic 

world: integrity is included in the specific customs and habits of each dis-

cipline. For example, in biology, it is usual to name participating techni-

cians as co-authors, however, this would be unthinkable in literature.  

 
85 See Journal of Business Ethics, Springer. 
86 Hunt S. D., Wood Van R. et Chonko L. B. (1989), Corporate ethical values and 

organizational committment in marketing, Journal of Marketing, 53, 3,  

pp. 79-90. 
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In one discipline, there might be dozens of co-authors, in others, one or 

two at most.  

This does not mean that the notion of “ethical relativism” is correct. 

Ethical relativism results in the idea that in practice, there are no “true” 

moral norms applicable to all, nor are there any universal principles of 

duty or moral obligation. One of the reasons some researchers give in 

support of ethical relativism is their fear that too much codification harms 

authors’ creativity. This attitude is an open door to neutrality towards cer-

tain forms of corruption. Today, while plagiarism hits the headlines, there 

is a need for even more vigilance towards academic actors who represent 

their universities. Repeated plagiarism scandals call for strengthening the 

principle of ethical charters both upstream and downstream. It is neces-

sary to check how they are applied and decide on sanctions for those who 

defy them.  

However, many directors of academic institutions have not yet the po-

litical will to make ethical charters a priority at educational summits. The 

codes of ethics that have burgeoned in the last few years in  

universities are very often not adhered to. Alas, they often get lost in gen-

eral directives relative to integrity in research. They therefore have no re-

straining power on knowledge delinquency except to help define the of-

fense on the – rare – occasions that these cases come before  

university disciplinary bodies87. This is why, despite their explicit  

nature, the directives and recommendations of the Swiss Academy of Sci-

ences (summarized in the box below), are in fact little applied.   

 
87 There exists no single list, common to all universities, of disciplinary faults with 

their definition, giving rise to sanctions. 
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Authorship in Scientific Publications: Analysis and 

Recommendations 

Summary of the directives of the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sci-

ences (http://www.akademienschweiz.ch/en/index/Publikationen/Ar-

chiv/Richtlinien-Empfehlungen.html). 

“… In most of the guidelines/regulations, it is assumed that the de-

scription of authorship does not amount to a legal definition. In addi-

tion, there is a consensus that to qualify for authorship one must make 

a substantial contribution to a publication.” (p. 11) 

“…In regulations of this kind, activities qualifying individuals for au-

thorship (or not justifying authorship) are enumerated in a list:  

- making a substantial contribution to the planning, execution, evalua-

tion and supervision of research; 

- involvement in writing the manuscript;

- approving the final version of the manuscript. There is a consensus

that a managerial position within a research institution is not sufficient 

to justify authorship.” (p.11) 

Determining Authorship and Order of Listing  

“The order may be determined in different ways, and it is not possible 

to identify a single ‘correct’ approach. 

- In the first approach, known as ‘sequence determines credit’ (SDC),

the sequence of authors reflects the importance of their contributions 

in descending order. The first author is thus accorded the greatest 

weight and the last author the least. It is essential that this should be 

clearly indicated since otherwise, in the light of different customs, the 

last author could be mistakenly credited with an important role, such 

as generating the idea and initiating the research project. 

- The second approach involves listing all authors in alphabetical order.

This is particularly appropriate in cases where all authors have made 
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similar contributions to the publication. It is therefore known as the 

‘equal contribution’ (EC) approach 

- The third approach highlights the importance of the first and the last 

author; it is known as the ‘first-last-author-emphasis’ (FLAE) norm.  

- Finally, the ‘percent-contribution-indicated’ (PCI) approach allows 

each author’s contribution to be expressed in percentage terms, using 

various scoring systems.” (p. 13) 

Ghostwriting  

“A ghostwriter, commissioned to write on another person’s behalf, 

generally works for a fee and agrees that the text will not be published 

under his own name. Ghostwriting is not compatible with the princi-

ples of scientific integrity.” (p. 17) 

Honorary Authorship (gift authorship / guest authorship)  

“It is a violation of scientific integrity to grant authorship to a person 

who has not made a sufficiently substantial scientific contribution to a 

publication. This would include, for example, colleagues with only 

marginal involvement listing each other as authors in their publica-

tions, or a senior academic not involved in the research being added to 

the byline. The latter practice could be attractive both for a senior aca-

demic interested in receiving an additional authorship credit without 

making a personal contribution, and for an author (or a company) wish-

ing to benefit from the senior academic’s reputation.” (p.17) 

Requirements for Authorship  

“An author is someone who, through his / her own scientific work, has 

made a substantial contribution to a publication. Authorship is justified 

by work, not position. Anyone who, through his / her own scientific 

work, has made a substantial contribution to the planning, execution, 

evaluation or supervision of research, and to writing the manuscript, 

qualifies for authorship.” (p. 18) 
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Joint Responsibility of All Authors  

“Responsibility does not mean liability in the legal sense, but sci-

entific responsibility. Academic authorship is not only a matter of 

providing evidence of achievements and priority, but also of account-

ability and fairness. Appropriate authorship information ensures that 

the right people receive credit for the work done and take responsibility 

for the content of published research.” (p. 21) 

The problem with these types of directives is that they provide no link 

between the editorial world and that of universities. Meanwhile,  

academics are actors in both, because their careers rely on publications. 

This allows the unethical in the system to play one sphere off against the 

other and avoid getting caught. It would therefore be useful for 

universities to promote norms in matters of plagiarism in line with the 

scientific directives above. The combat against plagiarism is one of the 

bases of honest research. Over and above these declarations, practical ac-

tion needs to be seen to be enforced.  

Ethical charters and integrity directives are worthwhile for university 

institutions. They communicate an image in favor of academic  

organizations (universities and associations). Even if not many people are 

interested in whether a student plagiarized his Masters’ dissertation, it is 

a different story if the case involves an eminent member of an  

institution. The higher the plagiarist’s position in the hierarchy, the more 

cases of plagiarism are subject to rumors amongst students and the  

media. Furthermore, the very process of establishing norms is  

constructive. People’s energy is no longer wasted listening to the  

background noise of scandals: instead, it is at the service of fruitful  

discussions that are useful to the community. The question of  

self-plagiarism alone (namely repeating all or part of a previous text with-

out specifying that is a copy), provides much food for discussion. What is 

tolerated in certain places is very poorly thought of in others. Integrity 
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directives serve to spell out the frontier between what is permitted and 

what is not.  

The norms that civilizations adopt to keep the peace and organize 

themselves are specific to the needs of the cultures and eras that promote 

them. If these norms are not transparent and public, students, apprentice 

researchers or senior researchers will continue nonchalantly to ignore 

them: “I don’t need to use much imagination, others have enough for 

me…in most cases, my supervisor will hardly look at my chapter. What 

does it change if I write it or someone else does?”. 

Finally, ethical norms are an essential support to any expert  

investigation or mediation process. They systematically refocus the ex-

planations, rumors, interpersonal or institutional tensions behind the facts. 

The guidelines below should be achievable in any establishment. They fix 

clear norms and thus indicate what actors risk by transgressing them. In 

keeping with the training and mediation programs presented in chapter 2 

of this book, it is important to make sure that these charters are not con-

sidered as simple checklists, but as true guidelines for academic integrity 

and virtue ethics. 

Antiplagiarism Guidelines  

The following are considered to constitute a lack of integrity88  

• Publishing in one’s own name results of research and/or  

discoveries of third parties. 

• Obtaining the status of co-author of a publication without mak-

ing any substantial contribution to the research. 

• Deliberately omitting the names of co-authors from a project 

when they have made substantial contributions. 

 
88 Inspired by: Integrity in scientific research - Guidelines on integrity in research 

and procedures for handling alleged violations, University of Geneva, 2006. 
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• Purposefully mentioning a person as co-author when this per-

son has not contributed to the project. 

• Intentionally omitting essential contributions of other authors 

on the same subject (incomplete bibliography). 

• Intentionally using erroneous citations from existing research 

or supposed third parties. 

• Self-plagiarism, that is, purposefully omitting to reference 

ones’ previous work (e.g. publishing an article that one has al-

ready published in another language). 

• Mentioning incorrect indications on the state of publication of 

one’s own research (for example, “publication in press” when 

the manuscript has not yet been accepted.). 

In general, this is followed by the procedures in place in case of 

non-compliance and the sanctions in case of proven non-compliance.  

 





4  

 

 

LEARNED SOCIETIES AND EDITORS:  

A SCHISM? 

“The most painstaking reviewers are not on the lookout for  

plagiarism. They make the most thoughtful comments and  

suggestions and ultimately help to improve articles. Plagiarism is 

an insult to these people. It is difficult to accept that our most pre-

cious asset is being flouted. Sometimes it is also a matter of out-

raged vanity or being shamefully complicit through laziness.” 

Academic society, like all others, has its rules and customs, its  

politics, territories and paradigms. All academic disciplines include 

learned societies that create and transmit knowledge. If the role of these 

organizations remains essential, their function, within a system that is un-

dergoing profound transformations, has changed. We can understand how 

plagiarists infiltrate the fractures inherent to collective action  

pointed out by Olson89 ; their actions are facilitated by complicit 

(or over-lenient) peers. 

Those who embark on an academic career join an association whose 

community provides a space for relationship building in each discipline. 

In each academic community, the newcomer learns the rituals90:  

construct a study, make an analysis, present results, provide arguments, 

 
89 Olson M. (1965), The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory 

of Groups, Harvard University Press.  
90 Goffman E. (2005), Interaction Ritual: Essays in Face to Face Behavior, Trans-

action Publishers, New Brunswick.  

http://outsidethetext.com/archive/Olson.pdf
http://outsidethetext.com/archive/Olson.pdf
https://books.google.fr/books?id=qDhd138pPBAC&pg=PA2&lpg=PA2&dq=interaction+ritual+date+de+publication+originale&source=bl&ots=9i32NWhGvr&sig=xtesu-bTxUK6nTZbT9vtTGq42ok&hl=fr&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjwx8Pi7PHTAhXFLFAKHVAqAb4Q6AEIVzAI
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write for unknown readers, respond politely to anonymous reviewers, re-

main calm despite the lack of rigor in certain procedures, etc.  

Researchers go to conferences and colloquia to harvest comments on their 

work. Such ritual gatherings enable members of academic society to re-

inforce their identity as discoverers and transmitters of knowledge. In this 

system, readers and critics of scientific journals can be seen as co-con-

structors of knowledge along with researchers.  

Researchers who fail to publish must leave the field. Publishing is the 

objective sign, or outcome, of a wish to participate in a dynamic of inter-

personal relations. The academic path to publication comprises specific 

characteristics in which each actor has a different role: the  

editor in chief, the reviewers, the journal editor, and potential co-authors. 

Submitting a study to a journal, whether ranked or not, constitutes one of 

the customary rituals of an academic career. Next come the specific stages 

of “rejection - major revisions - minor revisions - acceptance”. This pro-

cess is also a way of legitimizing the reading committees, guest editors, 

and editors in chief. 

Furthermore, academic authorship is a job learned through the  

publication process itself. The social role of the traditional scientific jour-

nal is not so much to produce selected articles as to deliver the seal of 

approval to those who have passed through the successive ordeals. It mat-

ters little that certain journals have almost confidential circulation and that 

only a few students in specialized doctoral research read them, for the role 

of such journals is not to be widely read. Indeed, their cult value lies in 

their intimate character. Prestigious journals’ recognition of authors is es-

sential to an academic social order based on discriminating among re-

searchers who are suitable (or not) for subsequent recruitment to a given 

type of institution. 

Although learned societies do not have direct power over nominating 

individuals inside universities, they do provide a meeting point for those 

who influence careers. Each academic association, large or small, 
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possesses symbolic wealth in the form of scientific journals, conferences 

and colloquia. Naturally, associations vie with each other to access this 

symbolic wealth. Time after time groups with a “clannish” attitude are 

formed, based on solidarity or interest. Since the epistemological splits 

often run side by side with political splits, many research fields give rise 

to several scientific associations. Each of these in turn focus on research 

streams that foster the emergence of scientific journals and conferences. 

These multiple links among association members and their  

organizational structures increase the risk of breakdown. The cleavages 

come from distinct ontological perspectives among communities in the 

same disciplinary field. The case presented in the box below illustrates a 

conflict situation that has been recurrent for more than thirty years. 

The Thirty Years War in Geology  

Adapted from G. Fries & O. Parize (2012)91  

In this story, we invite the reader to join us on a visit to a field of  

academic production that spans almost thirty years. This journey 

through time (1984-2011) and space (from Sicily to Tunisia) illustrates 

two radically opposed publication methods, or even two different  

conceptions of science, that result in repeated misunderstandings. On 

one side are the French teams who declare that they are above all at the 

service of Science. They take time to check their data and since pub-

lishing is not their priority, they build up a scientific logic over time, 

like artisans or old-time craftsmen, who take however long is necessary 

to finish their creations. 

On the other side are the English-speaking teams, whose pragmatic, 

functionalist approach to research is very effective in terms of produc-

ing publications. What counts most is that articles are produced at a 

 
91 Lettre 46 : 18.07.2012 https://responsable-unige.ch/top/newsletter/historique-

de-nos-lettres.html 
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steady rhythm. Does “artistic merit” matter if the “production” is pub-

lished? 

Besides these very different views of reality, these publications of-

ten cross each other’s paths; this is problematic for it gives rise to  

negligence and obvious instances of plagiarism.  

In 1984, Olivier Parize, Bernard Beaudoin et al. found that  

measurements of currents on various outcrops in the formation of  

Numidian sandstone (Tertiary age, i.e. between the Oligocene and  

Miocene, -30 to -15 million years) in Sicily and Tunisia, showed that 

detritic elements came from a region situated to the North. This  

discovery contradicted the traditional belief that this formation was fed 

from a region corresponding to the present Sahara. These highly  

innovative results were published in 1986 in the Comptes-Rendus de 

l'Académie des Sciences de Paris. 

Then in 1987, another communication appeared still in the  

Comptes-Rendus de l'Académie des Sciences de Paris, Tome 304, Série 

II, N° 3, 21 January 1987, pp. 129-134, in an analysis of sedimentary 

deposits of this Formation of Numidian sandstone. 

These two publications were followed by a thesis dissertation by 

Olivier Parize (1988) then by that of Chokri El Maherssi (1992). These 

were published as Mémoires des Sciences de la Terre de l'École des 

Mines de Paris.  

The French team trusted the reputation of the Comptes-Rendus de 

l'Académie des Sciences as marking the first publication date, includ-

ing for non-francophones. The results were not immediately published 

in an English language scientific journal, for time was taken to write 

more in depth articles and present these results to the international ge-

ological community during scientific congresses, particularly on ex-

cursions during the Congrès Africo-Européens de Sédimentologie held 

in Morocco in 1993, and Tunisia in 1996. 
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However, in the English-speaking academic community, the  

principle of “publish or perish” was already a reality; English language 

colleagues thus adopted a very rapid pace of scientific production 

based on well-established processes for productivity. This is how an 

article “Deep-water massive sands: facies, processes and channel ge-

ometry in the Numidian Flysch, Sicile” was published in Sedimentary 

Geology, 1998, Volume 115, pp. 233-265. This publication was co-

signed by M. Johansson, N. E. Braakenburg, D. A.V. Stow and J.-C. 

Faugères. Uncited “lifting” can be found from the DEA dissertation of 

Bernard Geiss. Indeed, one of the authors of the English article was his 

DEA supervisor who had had prime access to his student’s work. 

As soon as the article appeared, O. Parize et al. requested the  

publication of a correction on June 12, 1998. This was the object of a 

Discussion followed by a response. 

But in 2010 then in 2011, history repeated itself. On May 5th. 2011, 

Gérard Fries sent a letter to the Editorial Office manager of Terra Nova 

to formally accuse Dorrik Stow and his co-authors of plagiarism of 

various articles co-signed by Parize et al. from 1986, 1999, etc. He  

requested that a letter with the heading “Does innovative science  

consist in publishing more than 12 years-old results? The example of 

the Numidian Flysch” be published in the journal. 

On May 18, 2011, Terra Nova replied by email through one of its 

scientific editors: “Thank you for submitting your article to Terra 

Nova. After reading your paper, I regret to inform you that we are un-

able to accept it for publication. I feel that both style and method of 

submission are unacceptable”. 

When we asked our readers how to escape from this dead-end  

situation, many respondents thought that the French team should not 

have complained because everyone knows that you must always pub-

lish fast in English to protect your research.  



152 Academic Plagiarism: Understanding It to Take Responsible Action 
 

Academia is undergoing profound transformations, impacted by the 

digitalization of the environment, the globalization of knowledge and the 

proliferation of the number of journals. Does this mean that pressure to 

publish could be the cause of the increase in plagiarism witnessed over 

recent years? Probing questions need to be asked about the  

cohesion of the academic world – before that cohesion fragments, an out-

come that seems inevitable if things continue as they are.  

To understand how the collective production of knowledge clashes 

head on with plagiarism and fraud, the Institute explored researchers’ so-

cial representation of the scholarly societies to which they belong. This 

study was undertaken92 with subscribers to the Institute’s  

newsletter. It revealed deep anxiety regarding the reviewing process ap-

plied to journal articles: “One of the plagiarists of the JCR93 was also the 

associate editor of the JCR. I wondered about the relationship  

between this high responsibility and fraud”. These respondents ask awk-

ward questions. For example: is it easier to commit fraud when one occu-

pies a high position? Is it because one has a better understanding of the 

organizational processes? Does having a “good reputation” keep suspi-

cion at bay? Or on the other hand, is it because cheats possess  

personal qualities such as their fighting spirit and powers of persuasion? 

Does plagiarizing help to produce a sufficient number of articles to reach 

powerful positions? Etc.  

Three very different types of academic communities emerged from 

this analysis. I chose to call the first two types of academic community 

that showed up “integrative communities” and “shared destiny 

 
92 The responses to this open questionnaire accessible in November 2014 via the 

site “Responsable” resulted in 387 occurrences that were analyzed manually to 

infer the organization of the three types of community presented here, their levers 

and risks. 
93 An American “A+ Journal”. 
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communities” as pointed out by Max Weber94. Of course, the results from 

our fieldwork data are distinct from Weber’s proposals.  

Furthermore, a third-profile type clearly stood out: opportunity  

networks. These three forms of community have very  

different conceptions of what a learned society should be. Their  

fractures reveal how plagiarism and fraud slip through the cracks of their 

organizational structures. Below is an account of each type of  

community and its characteristics.   

Integrative Communities  

The first of the three social constructs 

is the Integrative Community illustrated 

in the diagram below. This is typical of 

traditional learned societies made up of 

individuals who share a field of ideas, 

values and a cause. New members inte-

grate this type of community in three 

stages95. First, these individuals feel iso-

lated. They are gradually accepted by 

adopting the culture and behavior of their 

peers. The rituals that mark these integra-

tion stages serve to mark out those who 

are legitimately part of the community ra-

ther than of society in general. For exam-

ple, one of these rituals takes place during 

scientific conferences. This first “rite of 

 
94 Weber M., (1946), Essays in Sociology, Trans & Ed. Gerth H. H. and Mills W., 

New York: Oxford University Press. 
95 Bourdieu P. (1977), Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Fig. 5: Integrative 

Communities 

 



154 Academic Plagiarism: Understanding It to Take Responsible Action 
 

passage”96 can be seen in the symbolism of conference dinners. Each per-

son is placed at a table according to his/her merits, be these real or sup-

posed.  

Learned societies provide feelings of belonging that are consolidated 

through interpersonal relationships within the group. Anyone  

endangering these relationships is seen to be attacking an “inhabitant” of 

the community. These societies, where each member has solid links with 

the others, provide feelings of security and reveal a choice to stick  

together according to common cultural markers. Volunteering (i.e. being 

ready to commit time and energy to the association’ “cause”) is  

characteristic of learned societies. It is encouraged in young researchers 

who must recognize their elders’ “heritage” and must translate this into 

commitment to the association. If a young researcher is too 

individualistic, peer pressure will make him/her understand that the time 

has come to give back to the group what he/she has received.  

These traditional academic communities have endowed themselves 

with intellectual elites. Ideally, they should serve knowledge but in prac-

tice, they consolidate the system. It is thus not surprising that certain big 

names in a discipline defend certain researchers – he/she may be “care-

less” but “useful” to the community:  

“It’s an open secret that she plagiarizes, but we can’t put her whole 

career on the line because she has contributed to the field”. Mean-

while, others in similar situations wonder: “How has the person in 

question managed to last so long without being thrown out of her 

community? That’s what intrigues me most.”  

In the 20th century, the role of learned societies was to increase the 

visibility of their disciplines. They were there to oversee scientific norms, 

codes of ethics and specific praxis, all of which were essential to 

 
96 Bell C. (1992), Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, New York: Oxford University 

Press. 
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consolidate a given field of knowledge. Today there is a great risk that 

these structures are no longer fit for purpose because they have become 

fossilized. These worlds still function like pre-modern communities. 

“In their current structure, these associations cannot recognize the 

existence of plagiarism. Their scientific authority is backed by the 

enormous pretension of ‘authors’ with inflated egos who cannot 

admit that they might, one day, have been mistaken about anything 

whatsoever. How can they admit that there are 

plagiarists in their midst when these are unmasked after the 

event?”. 

When such academic communities are small, wrongdoing is more eas-

ily controlled: “In ecological science, plagiarism is detected more 

quickly, because we are a small society”, or “In Egyptology, remaining 

indifferent to plagiarism and not announcing it publicly, would shock 

me”. But if the field grows, the protectionist attitude that might have been 

essential when its first scientific journals were created, does a  

considerable disservice to the community. Some countries with highly ac-

tive research have for years created their own journals in their own na-

tional languages. Today, these countries are obliged to rank their journals 

not only nationally but also internationally. For example, in France, there 

is the CNRS (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique) ranking97. 

However, since “integrative communities” were originally intended to 

serve the vested interests of their members, it is easy to imagine the tough 

negotiations among competing communities when the rankings are re-

newed annually.  

This makes any comparison between disciplines difficult and any kind 

of global order impossible to imagine. Furthermore, Journals published in 

 
97 See for example: http://www.aeres-evaluation.fr/Publications/Methodologie-

de-l-evaluation/Listes-de-revues-SHS-de-l-AERES#listerevues and 

http://www.cnrs.fr/inshs/recherche/classement-europeen-revues.htm 
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English and those published in other languages can hardly be considered 

on the same basis. This is true even if some national journals are strict 

about respecting the rules: “Our important national journals have always 

been well run by efficient review committees (young specialists who often 

work anonymously, which protects them). I don’t think we would find any 

plagiarism there”. But even the best national journals cannot compare 

their reputations with similar quality English Language journals. This re-

sults in several rankings being used simultaneously, each with “objecti-

fied” criteria, for no perfect ranking exists.  

All rankings serve several purposes. The most important is to (re)or-

ganize a field of research around journals and publications in order of the 

importance of their scientific contributions and selectivity for publication. 

Thus an “A” journal, in whatever field, will be perceived as highly elitist. 

This rank is an indicator, not only for people in the same discipline to rate 

themselves and each other, but also for guiding recruitments and promo-

tions inside teaching and research establishments. Too bad for the re-

searcher whose other intensely time-consuming aspects of the job (con-

ferences, books for the general public, review of articles submitted for 

publication, etc.) are not taken into account.  

Furthermore, a new fault line has now appeared in the sphere of  

publications: today, anyone can publish and subscribe to an ever-increas-

ing number of journals. “Many publications are not read, given the mass 

of journals and their expansion over recent years”. Indeed, nobody has 

time to read all the articles published, for the corpus of production has 

overtaken the individual and collective capacity to read, let alone under-

stand this amount. Certainly, some major articles stand out from the 

crowd and will be read and re-read and analyzed; but the vast turnover of 

minor articles will serve no purpose. So, if nobody reads them, and their 

authors know it, how can some of these authors resist the temptation to 

plagiarize? In addition, contrary to common belief, reviewers and editors 

of scientific journals cannot be the guarantors of the system: 
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“The only ones who could pass the test (of plagiarism  

recognition) would be those who possess a totally phenomenal 

memory of what they have read. That makes me think laughingly 

of Montaigne who not only forgot what he read, but also what he 

wrote…”  

The current functioning of integrative communities generates  

disillusion and tension in their academic disciplines. The large number of 

cases of plagiarism discovered is frustrating and annoying for  

community members: 

“With regard to sociology journals, even ‘anonymous’ experts are 

always known; in the same way, authors are also recognized and 

‘supported’ or ‘shot down’, depending on the more or less long-

term individual interest of the experts to get their colleagues, stu-

dents, etc. into the issues before other people”. 

The solidarity that was so useful when these communities were  

created does them a disservice when they have to resolve cases of  

deviance. So many people protect plagiarists, so many “arrangements” 

are made on numerous “affairs”, so little transparency exists in terms of 

protocols… Any outside observer would be aware that all was not well, 

and this includes journalists, who have exposed this subject over recent 

years.  

They are not alone in noticing that integrative communities  

sometimes protect frauds and reject honest whistle-blowers. The  

interactionist perspective of these communities’ blurs the distinction be-

tween the “object of knowledge” and the “creators and authors” of these 

objects. They thus find it hard to distinguish between a plagiarized article 

and the plagiarist as an individual. However, both dimensions should be 

analyzed separately. The case below recounts a corporatist drama that re-

flects the typical attitudes and behaviors of integrative communities in all 

disciplines.   



158 Academic Plagiarism: Understanding It to Take Responsible Action 
 

A Hot Potato! 

John P., president of a learned society, received a dossier of over 

two hundred pages detailing proof of plagiarism by a recognized re-

searcher in the discipline.  

John P. was worried firstly because his statutes specify that the aim 

of the learned society is to develop this field of studies in universities 

and other higher education institutions. It is not simply a social club.  

Researchers and Experts 

A few researchers from the same field secretly compiled a file to 

show the cases of plagiarism committed by Professor Arthur H., in at 

least seven different writings over about thirty years. This meticulous 

job resulted in a file of over two hundred pages that included formal 

proof of the plagiarism. 

These researchers asked us to approve their dossier. We judged it 

to be strictly according to the norms and gave recommendations as to 

appropriate compensation. 

Lilian Z. sent the dossier to John P., president of the learned society 

to which she belonged along with Arthur H. Since it was a matter of 

fraud, Lilian Z. thought it logical that the learned association should 

analyze the file and act to maintain the authentic knowledge of their 

field. 

A Reaction from the President of the Learned Society 

John P. received the dossier by registered post. He quickly called a 

meeting of the Board to discuss the case. This took the form of a brain-

storming session rather than a meeting aiming to decide on suitable 

action. It seems that the report had not been photocopied nor read be-

fore the discussion began.  

After this meeting, John P. and his two vice-presidents wrote to the 

President of Lilian Z and Arthur H’s university. The terms of this letter 
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are surprising, to say the least: John P. accused Lilian Z. of taking part 

in an investigation “without notifying” him. 

• According to him, Lilian Z. “had informed journalists about the 

case” which is a betrayal of trust.  

• It was “even more unpleasant” because Lilian Z. had “ques-

tioned the lack of action of the learned society”.  

In this letter, John P. also declared: “The learned society that he 

presides is not the competent authority for dealing with such a dos-

sier”. This is the heart of the matter. If a learned society is not apt to 

receive a dossier about suspected fraud or academic plagiarism, what 

real purpose does it serve?  

John P. justified his letter to the president of Lilian Z. and Arthur 

H.’s university declaring that “according to its statutes (the learned 

society) is not a disciplinary body”.  

Fortunately, Lilian Z. was now protected in France by her status of 

whistle-blower according to the law relating to the the rights and obli-

gations of French Civil Servants (Journal officiel of 21 April 2016). 

This law states: (art.3): “A whistle blower is an individual who wishes 

to put an end to an illegal or irregular action by calling on the powers 

that be or by raising awareness. Until then, the protection of whistle 

blowers in the civil service only applied to denouncing crimes and of-

fenses, but now it is also applied to conflicts of interest. A public agent 

cannot be punished for denouncing a conflict of interest in good faith. 

Also, no measure can be taken against him/her that would obstruct 

his/her career”. 

When the Press Gets Involved 

 The case had to wait until a journalist in a respectable daily took it 

up and brought it to light. Individual behavior became more pro-

nounced: 
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• One of the most respected researchers in the field, one of the keen-

est to hush up the case, finally, recognized the plagiarism publicly and 

took a clear position condemning it harshly. 

• Some members of the board of this learned society sneaked away. 

They asked why they should be held responsible – in any way – for the 

letter that their elected president had sent to the president of Arthur H’s 

University. 

To our knowledge, no attempt was made to contact the editors of 

the seven or eight incriminated writings, or to send them the dossier 

Lilian Z. had provided months previously, even though plagiarism of 

academic writings has no prescription date and the plagiarized articles 

are still in most university libraries.  

Even if this learned society buried the dossier, who should be re-

sponsible for transmitting each of the incriminated texts to the editor 

so that they check the articles and books they publish? 

“Shared Destiny” Communities  

Another type of community has become increasingly common in re-

cent decades: the “Shared destiny” community98. Unlike the integrative 

community, solidarity is no longer automatic. Instead, loyalty develops 

gradually among community members. Many authors have analyzed this 

type of shared destiny community99. 

 
98 Initially, Tönnies distinguishes the traditional community (Gemeinschaft) and 

society (Gesellschaft) that leads individuals to seek to satisfy future objectives.  
99 Terminology inspired by Communauté de destin, by Gustave Thibon, Éditions 

du Centre départemental d'études de la Drôme, 1945. 
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These communities are chosen, not imposed – individual members 

share the same goals and the same risks and 

chances of improving their lives. The commu-

nity serves the group through three mis-

sions100: providing services that correspond to 

members’ needs, offering places and times for 

exchange, and defending members’ rights. 

To understand the difference in the way 

shared destiny and integrative community 

members integrate their different types of as-

sociation, we carried out research with two 

hundred and twenty-five researchers who pub-

lished regularly101. 

We used the “life story”102 method, asking 

respondents to choose freely what, in their 

eyes, were their most significant publications. 

We expected the authors to recount their ca-

reers as researchers in terms of how they 

broadened the spectrum of their chosen re-

search topic, building it up article by article. 

Contrary to our expectations, authors did not recount their careers in terms 

of how they increased the depth of their research article by article. They 

 
100 Rhéaume J. (2010), Community of action, inspired by the North American 

approach in Faire communauté en société, Dynamique des appartenances collec-

tives. Ivan Sainsaulieu, Monika Salzbrunn et Laurent, Amiotte-Suchet (dir.), PUF, 

2010. 
101 Bergadaà M. (2015), Nos communautés disciplinaires et le plagiat, Rapport 

d’analyse N° 2015-002 GSEM, http://responsable.unige.ch/assets/files/Lettre 

%2060/communautesdisciplinaires_final.pdf 
102 A method that focuses the respondent on his personal quest. As expert of his 

own experience, he recounts the values that have determined his action, and de-

scribes his feelings. 

Fig. 6: “Shared  

destiny” communities  
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did not explain that this contributed to the process of acquiring their per-

sonal identity as researchers. Instead, their explanations revealed a strat-

egy of quantity driven research – not depth, but amount was what counted.  

Not one of these researchers/respondents spontaneously mentioned 

constructing their personal identity over time, investigating a  

phenomenon and building up a range of complementary research through-

out their careers. For many of today’s researchers, each publication con-

stitutes a separate piece. CV’s are constructed in quantitative terms, pub-

lication after publication and few know in advance where they are head-

ing.  

This results from the decisive impact the number of publications and 

citations has on researchers’ careers. They must submit a minimum num-

ber of publications per year in peer reviewed journals. But members of 

shared destiny communities appear to accept this pressure to  

publish – indeed, it is second nature to them:  

“Many researchers also see their scientific production as a demon-

stration of intelligence: the more I publish, the more  

important I am. Quantity is more important than quality. The phe-

nomenon is amplified by the university system that encourages 

such practices.”  

Perhaps this race against time produces some kind of euphoria since 

many researchers worry when they don’t come up with two, four or even 

eight or more publications each year. 

In this race for performance, the community defines collective strate-

gies. For fields such as biology, the usual solution is to place as many 

names as possible on an article. Several articles have as many as ten or 

fifteen co-authors. The link between the status of co-author and their ef-

fective contribution is often tenuous. When an article is withdrawn for 

plagiarism or scientific fraud, there is a chain reaction. This domino effect 

impacts each contributor’s CV, then those who have cited the publication 

in their own writings, not to mention those who will cite this title that they 
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retrieve from the articles’ bibliography without having read the original. 

This type of dysfunction can occur over many years, even when journal 

editors issue announcements of the plagiarized article’s withdrawal.  

The interactionist posture in shared destiny communities encourages 

opportunist behavior. And this opportunism has contributed to the expo-

nential increase of plagiarism, fraud, guest authors and ghost authors. An 

example is the case of a doctoral student whose thesis had been plagia-

rized in an article where her name was not mentioned. In the same case, 

three researchers who had been unknowingly mentioned as co-authors 

wrote to the journal editor in the following terms: 

“All the above leads us to ask your journal: a) to withdraw the 

mention of our institution and our three names from the  

publication, b) to recognize that Dr. Sarah B. is the co-author of 

the article” “thereby recognizing her full contribution to this 

work” 

The editor in chief’s group of lawyers advised him not to comply with 

the request and that is how things remained. However, clear transdiscipli-

nary international procedures103 exist to enable editors to deal with such 

cases. Once again, the lack of procedures is not to blame; the willingness 

of editors of scientific journals to apply them is.  

Today, the academic world refuses to comply with mechanisms that 

would free it from submission to the citation index and the Impact factor, 

imposed by the leaders of integrative communities. Eugene  

Garfield created the Science Citation Index and the Institute for  

Scientific Information (ISI) as a way of preserving the network of  

connections between researchers and results. Little did he imagine that his 

world of rare information, where researchers strove to unearth  

hidden gems, would morph into a world of hyper-information where 

 
103 COPE: Committee on Publication Ethics. Code of conduct and best practice 

guidelines for journal editors, 2011. 
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researchers must navigate through the dross to retain only the valid and 

reliable. The Impact Factor (IF) that Garfield created is a simple  

calculation of the average number of citations from each article  

published in a scientific journal. It covers almost 8500 journals. But the 

world where cooperation among researchers resulted in a synergy that en-

couraged knowledge-sharing has now become an individualistic, compet-

itive world, where the most astute will have the best chances of being 

recruited and promoted. This is another example of how a tool for enhanc-

ing intellectual networks has been hijacked and robbed of its social mean-

ing. The preponderance of citation indices as a measure of researchers’ 

performance and the increase in the number of journals has made it much 

harder to limit deviant practices.  

Nevertheless, members of shared destiny communities are delighted 

by this quantification of merit. They like the “transparency” of numbers:  

“Bibliographical data base: Scopus, Isi Web or DBLP in IT, often 

reference the publications of each researcher independently,  

automatically and with no possible pressure. They sometimes pro-

vide indices like the H-Index. These databases are widely  

accessible (via university subscriptions). It is easy to see that one 

can be a University Professor with a Directorship of a laboratory 

or similar with only the most meagre credentials.”  

On the other hand, if researchers in a shared destiny community want 

to be cited by their colleagues, they still encounter plenty of  

opposition. Here the dilemma is similar to that of works of art. Either they 

are preserved intimately and almost privately, only visible to a privileged 

few, or they are exhibited in museums giving access to all. They even 

become mere financial products, as if they are disconnected from their 

true esthetic value. Indeed, quantified indices operate according to the 

same logic as that of financial markets that are disconnected from real 
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production – or in the case of academia, disconnected from any real sci-

entific interest.104.  

Moreover, these indices are calculated over short periods (two years) 

even though the process of scientific research usually works on a longer 

time scale. Researchers, like craftsmen, need to let time do its work, al-

lowing ideas to ripen and results to be achieved:  

“Submitting research to the judgment of one’s peers and  

subsequently publishing in journals whose organization,  

procedures and editorial committees are known and recognized 

seems to be a good model. The problem is that deviations from 

this practice under the pressure to publish, encourages  

the creation of all sorts of less legitimate journals to add lines  

to a CV.” 

The race to publish takes place in a universe constrained by the  

format of academic journals in terms of the number of pages, issue dates 

and thus the number of articles published each year.  

Even if the model of the “traditional” paper-based journal is not ques-

tioned, the increase in the number of scientific journals – as a response to 

this ever-increasing need to publish – is alarming. A great number of 

questionable journals have been created and this is exasperating for re-

searchers belonging to a shared destiny community. Nevertheless, being 

part of an editorial committee remains a source of personal pride –and 

makes these journals more legitimate:  

“As long as being on an editorial committee is important for a CV 

in certain countries and universities, this problem will exist. Big 

names, even certain Field medalists, accept to be on editorial com-

mittees of journals headed by crooks.”  

 
104 Zuppiroli L. (2014), La bulle universitaire. Faut-il poursuivre le rêve améri-

cain, Lausanne, Editions d’En bas. 
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In fact, everyone knows all about the model’s limitations:  

“The director and creator of the Journal Chaos and Fractals was 

accused of founding a publication of convenience that had an enor-

mous Impact index thanks to the many self-citations and  

internal citations of the journal’s articles. I reviewed many of these 

articles after he had been dismissed: I don’t think I ever  

accepted one, they were so awful.” 

Of course, it is better to publish in a high impact journal than a low 

impact one105. And the scientific elite’s opinion is clear: “The number of 

A journals remains the same and the length of a list of publications only 

fools the inexperienced”. Is there a way of safeguarding the model that 

produces high quality academic publications while avoiding the risks per-

taining to shared destiny communities? Unlike the aficionados of integra-

tive communities, the members of shared destiny communities declare 

formal codes of identity and are severe with deviants:  

“The editorial process of journals needs to be reviewed: their  

responsibility, the reviewers, the way reviewers are rewarded… in 

exchange for transparency about reviewers’ names”.  

Similarly, “We should consider imposing anti-plagiarism tools, an 

international list of plagiarists in each discipline and the  

obligation to have an international list of researchers and their list 

of publications by discipline.” 

This cry to “professionalize” process breaks away from the voluntary 

basis of academic practice, including double blind reviewing.  

In the race against time that is scientific production, who has the lei-

sure to carry out investigations in cases of plagiarism? And when a case 

is dealt with, sometimes the article is withdrawn during the review  

process without the journals communicating the culprits’ names.  

 
105 See also Elsevier’s Scopus and Google Scholar. 
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These knowledge offenders simply move around from journal to journal. 

So even when journals tighten up their processes, they are still anxious:  

“At the level of the journal, we are always worried about having 

published or one day publishing something that has been  

plagiarized without our knowledge. It is not at all stimulating to 

play the policeman, but that doesn’t mean that we accept it. We 

bargain on our colleagues’ conscientiousness; if dishonest  

behavior is discovered, it is experienced as aggression. It is true 

that tacit, discreet and unobtrusive regulations are probably not 

enough, but our colleagues do not really wish to see these places 

for scientific exchange turn into places for judgment and trials.” 

 It took all the hard-headedness of the researchers who presented the 

case below to weed out the offenders.  

 

The Case of Sreenivas and Srinivas 

Analysis of a case of plagiarism discovered at 4OR106, A Quarterly 

Journal of Operations Research, by D. Bouyssou, S. Martello, F.  

Plastria. 

In October 2007, M. Sreenivas and T. Srinivas submitted an article 

to 4OR; the article was entitled: “The transportation: More-for-less cri-

terion” (it can be downloaded at: http://homepages.vub.ac.be/ 

~fouror/). One of the two reviewers called on, replied immediately:  

I found something hidden in this paper! This is a paper of Storøy 

(2007).  

The text of the paper you sent to me is almost identical to the source 

on the web. I wonder whether we, as a community, should do something 

about “authors” like Sreenivas and Srinivas. 

 
106 With the authorization of the authors, http://responsable.unige.ch/top/les-cas-

ecole/rebondir.html?searched=Bouyssou&advsearch=oneword&highlight=ajax-

Search_highlight+ajaxSearch_highlight1 
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After contacting S. Storøy and studying the paper, it was easy to 

see that the reviewer’s comment was completely justified. We then told 

the two authors of our decision to refuse their article on grounds of 

plagiarism. We also told them that we had decided to ban them from 

publishing in 4OR. Shortly afterwards, we received a reply from one 

of the authors:  

  

Dear Sir, 

We are very sorry in sending such type of article to your journal.  

Actually, we are working on the topic. Sorry once again. 

M. Sreenivas 

Dr. T. Srinivas 

Intrigued by this case and the rather ambiguous message, we 

searched on the Internet for “publications” by these two authors. We 

first discovered that their apology had not prevented them from  

submitting the plagiarized text to another well-known journal, the  

European Journal of Operational Research. Fortunately, the editors of 

that journal had also identified the plagiarism; the results of our  

preliminary investigations of these two “authors” reported on our Web 

page had been useful. Unfortunately, this plagiarized text still ended 

up being published.  

We then quickly discovered that the two authors were not first tim-

ers in plagiarism. They had in fact pillaged two other articles from the 

online website Optimization Online. The first of these two articles, 

dated September 2007, is plagiarized from an article that appeared in 

2004. The second article, dated October 2007, is plagiarized from an 

article dated 2005. 

Here we felt that we were not dealing with an unfortunate error, but 

with a real industry. This was the reason why we published our edito-

rial, Bouyssou, Martello and Plastria (2009) detailing the case.  
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However, we grew uneasy because shortly afterwards we were  

contacted by Douglas Arnold, president of the SIAM (Society for  

Industrial and Applied Mathematics); he warned us that an article 

signed by these same authors, also plagiarized, had been published in 

a journal edited by the SIAM. This led the SIAM to undertake its own 

investigations into these two authors.  

The results of this additional research are quite worrying and show 

clearly that, at least between 2007 and 2008, this was plagiarism on an 

industrial scale.  

Dealing with such cases of plagiarism is delicate and requires long 

and meticulous research. Indeed, it is essential to have solid proof be-

fore making such facts public. 

However, we think that such investigations are essential, for the 

whole of the academic community needs to know about these cases 

that must therefore be publicized and backed by solid argument.  

Only such a process, with its potential consequences for the cul-

prits, will deter authors tempted by fraudulent practices. 

Opportunity Networks  

Opportunity networks introduce a totally different logic to those of the 

two communities we have already noted. In an opportunity network, the 

actors take the academic publications and recognition system as it is, and 

use it to their advantage as far as they can. In fact, they sign up to the logic 

of the system. National and international rankings of institutions promote 

universities that publish as much as possible. In return, those universities 

reward the teams and researchers who publish more than the others. Up-

stream, quantified citation indices are used to “objectivize” choices in re-

cruitment and distribution of funding. But good research “takes too long”. 

The question is therefore to find ways of increasing productivity. The case 

below illustrates how these new “conquerors” play the system.  
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Well Played!  

On 9 October   2014, Étienne Gless published a hilarious107 article 

in l’Étudiant magazine; the article shows how a small French Business 

school managed to publish more research articles in 2013 than the 

highly reputable HEC Paris, ranked in the world top 10 according to 

the Shanghai rankings.  

Simply put, the Director of this school had observed the rules of the  

“citations” game and applied them. There is no point in trying to pub-

lish in Class 1 journals because not only does that require a very high 

intellectual level but also it sometimes takes as long as four years to 

get through all the hoops of the review process. To publish in quantity, 

it is therefore a matter of systematically targeting journals that are not 

too badly ranked and easily accessible.  

The journalist explains how this Director put together a faculty “de-

signed for research”. As head of research, he designated a top publisher 

who put his “business model” to work. What is this model? First, create 

a task force whose main mission is to produce articles. These research-

ers have a reduced teaching load and benefit from a system of advan-

tageous “production bonuses”. 

Next: target journals that optimize the publication strategy. Class 1  

journals are too demanding so the establishment aims at precise targets 

among English Language journals ranked 2 and 3 whose reviewing 

process is not beyond reach. The research director also offers to be-

come guest editor on many themes. The journalist reveals for example 

that an American journal, the “Journal of Applied Business Research”, 

published 14 articles in 2013 signed or co-signed by research profes-

sors from this small Business School. 

 
107 http://www.letudiant.fr/educpros/enquetes/ipag-les-secrets-d-une-progression 

-fulgurante-en-recherche.html, Consulted on March 20, 2017. 
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The school Director explains another important feature: “We don’t 

waste time collecting data”. It is thus a matter of only producing arti-

cles on databases that are freely accessible or that can be bought.  

To publish on such a “production line”, there must be enough team 

members for each to have a well-defined section to write. The head of  

research defines how the article will be organized and distributes tasks 

to all the co-authors. These may not all come from the institution, but 

are part of the opportunity network. The only condition for joining this 

network is to cite the other co-authors in one’s own publications and if 

possible, add the name of other members. Thus, the head of research 

co-signed 11 research articles in the year of reference.  

The following step is for the Director of the establishment to invest 

in databases such as RePEc, all articles or works-in-progress bearing 

the name of one of the establishment’s professors are put online.  

The article concludes with these words from the Director of this 

establishment: “We did not invent the rules of the game. Since we must 

obey the rules that others have written, we use them to play the game”.  

The above shows clearly that the article, this scientific “product”, has 

become a “marketing tool”. It commonly uses the technique of Salami 

Publishing: in other words, cutting up research into several small articles 

to increase the number of publications. Thus the “scientific” product be-

comes like a stock-exchange, because the number of citations increases 

according to a capitalist logic. The scientific “product” can then be assim-

ilated to an “industrial product” with a “business model” of its own: you 

first focus on journals of mediocre level, increase your reputation and 

with the help of your network, have it cited in articles that are published 

in higher ranking journals. Since the journals are grateful, it is easy to 

have them return the favor by inviting you to become in guest editor in 

chief; you can then help your friends to publish, and so it goes on. 
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What is an opportunity network? The roots of this type of network are 

found in the “fragmented time” that has 

come to replace the former dominant 

Western model of a linear, future ori-

ented organization of time108. Frag-

mented time corresponds to a situation 

where actions are not part of a coherent 

plan, but instead are piecemeal and 

ephemeral. The actors’ reference to 

time is the present, or even the immedi-

ate present. In this context, behaviors 

are often unpredictable. Emergency be-

comes a way of life. In this time frame, 

actors seek what will give the best pay-

off in any given situation. Of course, 

this temporal schema has been encour-

aged by the growth of exchanges on the 

Internet. Acting in two clicks has be-

come common practice for more and 

more players on the academic stage.  

In academia, this translates easily 

into the first step on the downward spi-

ral: recycling. This involves outright 

theft of others’ work and/or self-plagiarism. Recycling is hard to combat, 

since when publications are no longer read, readers can no longer regulate 

their content. Recycling by pillaging the research of Masters’ students is 

practical and instantaneous109. It begs the question as to “who owns our 

 
108 Bergadaà, M. (2007), Temporal Frameworks and Individual Cultural Activi-

ties: Four typical profiles, Time and Society, 2, 3, 403-423. 
109 See our case “Master Copy”: https://responsable-unige.ch/top/les-cas-

ecole/master-copy.html 

Fig. 7: Opportunity  

networks  
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students’ research data and writings? Is it theirs, the professor’s or the  

university’s?”. Some researchers think they have the right to help  

themselves to students’ work without mentioning the names of the  

student authors. And if there is a complaint, the (wrong) answer is  

always the same: “It is customary for bibliographies only to cite  

published articles, not students’ dissertations”.  

Another tactic frequently used by this opportunistic network is to pub-

lish an article in English that has already been published in a  

different language – or vice-versa. All researchers who are members of 

opportunity networks refute the concept of self-plagiarism. With their 

ego-centered scientific framework, they see plagiarism as only referring 

to theft from another party. In that case, how can self-plagiarism make 

any sense, for it harms nobody else? They never consider the conse-

quences of plagiarism that we have already mentioned nor the property 

rights of first publishers. 

A second type of publication generated by the interactionist posture 

opportunity networks are “mosaic publications”, fabricated from multiple 

borrowings from others’ work. Some claim:  

“Plagiarism is not a shameful ‘misdemeanor or an exceptional 

lapse’. It is a practice for appropriating the writings of others and 

reorganizing them into a theory, making believe that the  

plagiarist invented it. The raw material of the publication is no 

longer a set of data that has been discovered, constructed and  

interpreted, but a set of propositions from other writings that have 

been stolen without citing the authors. What is the point? The point 

is that in just a few weeks one can write an nth book using many 

other books as a basis.” 

This practice seems to show libertarian behavior rooted in an  

assumed postmodernism110. 

 
110 Maffesoli, M. (1996) The Time of the Tribes. London: Sage. 
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Most researchers still think that an uncontested universal “moral 

code” reigns supreme in that Mecca of teaching and research, the  

University. Kant (1724-1804) insisted that morals can only exist in  

rational, free and equal beings. But caught in the web of their  

opportunity network, there are many who free themselves from 

academic morals and act unscrupulously. For each new case of  

academic plagiarism, by the moral relativism of certain researchers is dis-

concerting:  

“Let’s say that by reformulating a text, I avoided quite a lot of 

work that I find uninteresting and when you get used to it, it takes 

less time to rework a document, so it is less boring. I have never 

spoken about it much with friends, it isn’t a national sport, it’s just 

a way of saving time, so what’s the point of discussing it for hours 

on end?” 

Are plagiarists unaware of the impact of what they do?  

“Isn’t plagiarizing a text and simply giving it another name  

becoming a sort of game to make fun of the academic system as a 

whole? Just a way of being able to laugh at the trick one has played 

on one’s colleagues who only see the fireworks and will continue 

to praise you to the skies” 

Indeed, irony is a typical characteristic of postmodernists who, 

amused by their deviance from traditional standards, freely admit to an-

noying their “do-gooder” colleagues. But I observe that on the  

contrary, they are all highly conformist, seeking prestige, visibility and 

publication bonuses. 

Added Advantages… 

These opportunity networks also offer advantages that have noth-

ing to do with academic excellence. Do you want to visit a certain 

country? Choose a destination in the catalogue of 3000 destinations of  
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the WASET or World Academy of Science, Engineering and Technol-

ogy (https://www.waset.org/). Next, choose your field from the list 

provided. Then revamp an old useless article and submit it to a real 

conference. Simpler still: use the automatic article generator SCIgen 

(http://pdos.csail.mit.edu/scigen/). Then wait 24 hours for your certifi-

cate of acceptance, buy your plane tickets and get yourself reimbursed 

by your university. Don’t forget, of course, to enroll in the conference. 

It costs 500 dollars. 

…and their Downside 

• Author to Editor in Chief:  

“I am contacting you because an alert from Google scholar tells 

me that there has been extensive copying from my article” xxx 

De Boeck Superieur, Mondes en développement 2012/2 - n°158 

pages 35-50... 

• Editor in Chief to author: 

“Thank you for pointing this out and we are very sorry to hear 

this information. However, it seems that in this case, the prob-

lem comes from the hacking of the journal’s site. This journal,  

Interciencia, is based in Venezuela and publishes mainly South 

American authors. On the list of numbers there are two volumes 

N° 39. The volume where the plagiarized article comes from 

only contains articles by Iranian authors. We have checked an-

other article, which is the translation into English of an article 

that appeared in 2010 in the true Interciencia journal: the same 

figures, the same abstract in English… simply by different  

authors.  

The site of the journal Interciencia is: http://www.intercien-

cia.org. The site where your article is found (with the names of 

the Iranian authors) is the following: http://www.ivic-

gob.org/ 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We are also under the impression that these Iranian authors do 

not really exist. In any case, they are not in the list of the  

University of Teheran and searching the internet gives no  

significant results.” 

Opportunity networks have given rise to new models of publication. 

Some Journals that only appear online choose a very academic editorial 

“look”, publishing articles in formats similar to those found in English 

Language scientific journals. These journals have found a clever  

business model: their main content is supplied by articles presented at 

conferences. They also court young researchers, telling them that one of 

their articles has been noticed and that the Editor in chief is calling on 

them to publish in the journal in question. They may even ask these naïve 

researchers to contribute financially to publication expenses. But this pro-

cess may not benefit researchers who subsequently find it  

difficult to publish in a good journal where requirements for originality 

are very strict. What can be done?  

“Chinese editors have taken over journals with an official address 

in the USA or in Europe. This is the fault of national institutions 

that make their researchers publish in English in ‘cheap’ journals 

because their ‘poor English’ will not enable them to access  

journals with a good reputation.”  

At the national level, the question is no longer “What is your 

 research?” or “When are you publishing your research?” but “How much 

do you publish?” Young colleagues are often discouraged:  

“I am a doctoral student and what I see is, in my opinion,  

plagiarism is a symptom of a system that is deregulated because of 

researchers being put into competition with each other. Proper ci-

tation is a moral value that cannot resist the capitalist  

mechanisms that have taken hold of research… Like the jobs of 
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illegals, wage dumping and other amoral dealings that are  

theoretically forbidden.”  

The Solution Also Lies with Academics Themselves  

No matter what their rank, researchers are people who believe in a 

society that includes highly diverse behaviors and lifestyles. They live in 

a world where crimes, scandals and unethical behaviors are aired in public 

for all to see. Sometimes, before this continuous spectacle, a certain in-

difference takes hold. Today, many voices111  are raised against harmful 

narcissistic individualism that ignores all social, political or religious sen-

sitivity. But what does this mean for the future of the academic world? 

The following extract shows the cascade effect of actions inspired by in-

dividualistic motives alone:  

“In math, the classic ‘trick’ is to leave a dodgy proof that the  

author doesn’t know, hoping that one of the nice reviewers will 

put it right. But to give another example from the milieu of math: 

when I was on the editorial committee of a journal, a reviewer pro-

posed a substantial improvement for an article that had been sub-

mitted. The author found this fantastic and proposed that the re-

viewer should be a co-author. The reviewer didn’t want to  

accept, but we insisted. And the article had as co-authors the orig-

inal author and the referee. That makes you feel better!!!” 

Part of the problem is the code of silence that protects knowledge of-

fenders. The temptation to be cautious and keep quiet is normal,  

because any academic may successively become an analyst, author, 

teacher, member of a commission, laboratory head, university president, 

journal reviewer, editor, etc. In all these positions, a case of plagiarism is 

 
111 Lasch C. (1979), The Culture of Narcissim, New York, Warner Books. Lipo-

vetsky G. (1983), L'ère du vide. Essai sur l'individualisme contemporain, Paris, 

Gallimard ; Sennett R. (1979), Les tyrannies de l'intimité, Paris, Seuil. 
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an unwelcome embarrassment. For each case discovered, the 

procedures leading to the fraudulent article’s correction or withdrawal are 

cumbersome, to say the least. It benefits no-one to spend time  

examining proofs, comparing texts, listening to all the parties concerned 

and then deciding what to do. The complexity of the academic world and 

the wish to find rapid solutions to any problems (while creating the least 

possible disturbance), leads to faulty decision-making. 

Assuming they were aware of it, the plagiarist’s entourage can also be 

blamed for conniving in the law of silence. Although people think that 

saying nothing will protect guilty parties, the law of silence in fact causes 

them considerable harm. Since nobody tells them clearly that this behav-

ior is forbidden, their plagiarist attitude is reinforced and they are encour-

aged to repeat the same mistakes112. A hierarchy that responds to political 

principles is even more amoral, in as much as plagiarists who believe 

themselves to be protected by such a hierarchy never win in the end: the 

hierarchy changes but peers remain, and some day, the truth comes out. 

Invariably, because of institutional inaction, witnesses’ exasperation 

erupts in the form of leaks and uncontrolled denunciations. Plagiarists can 

then become victims of hostile denigration campaigns, despite their right 

to an objective and dispassionate examination of the facts. The law of 

silence also conceals the suffering inflicted on the plagiarism’s direct vic-

tims. Their only “wrongdoing” is to have disturbed the “order” of the 

community. 

In fact, it is not always obvious which attitude to adopt. For example, 

should a faculty Dean close his eyes to the harmful practices of just a few 

plagiarists to preserve the reputation of his establishment? Should an Ed-

itor in Chief report an author guilty of fraud to other Editors in Chief of 

other journals, or should she leave the guilty party a chance to be 

 
112 We thank A. Ciavaldini for his patient explanations about split personality and 

denial in delinquents. Also read Ciavaldini A. (1999), Psychopathologie des 

agresseurs sexuels, Paris, Masson. 
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published in another journal, hoping that he will mend his ways? Should 

plagiarism discovered in a doctoral student’s thesis be made public, or 

should one simply give her a “talking to” in the privacy of one’s office? 

It is essential that academic actors restore the priority of a universal 

moral code despite their personal or corporatist interests. For this, they 

need a common language (not just a “discourse”) that is lacking today. 

The case below illustrates the interference among the worlds of  

publishing, academic associations, the law and administration in the ab-

sence of any response to these questions and the current lack of refer-

ences. 

Mixed Salad  

All the players, from Rennie D., to Manel L. and his two thesis 

supervisors, are members of the same learned society. 

Enter: the World of Publishing  

Rennie D. received a book to review that had been submitted by 

Manel L. for publication by a big publishing house. It was the Manel 

L.’s thesis manuscript that he had defended jointly in a French and a 

Swiss University. Rennie D. immediately recognized part of his own 

work in the book. 

Rennie D. informed the editor of his doubts as to the publication of 

Manel L’s book, writing: “You asked me to write a report on the  

publication of Manel.L’s thesis that was defended under the supervi-

sion of… I was unpleasantly surprised to discover a certain amount of 

plagiarism from my own thesis”. He attached a table comparing the two 

theses.  

On receiving Rennie D.’s report, the editorial committee decided 

not to publish the book and sent Manel L. Rennie D’s report without 

asking for his side of the story.  
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The Learned Society Concerned Offered No Guidance  

Rennie D. then wrote directly to Manel L in a tone that took the 

moral high ground: “I was surprised by the references and citations… 

very largely taken from my own thesis. In your thesis, the citations are 

exactly the same, including the cut off points, while in my own thesis, I 

only used a small percentage of the information that I had taken from 

all the archives…”. 

Manel L. immediately replied that he had himself consulted the ar-

chives, and that the thesis was thus all the fruit of his own work. Three 

days later, annoyed by this response, Rennie D. also wrote to the pres-

ident of the university where one of the thesis supervisors worked, to 

request the annulment of the thesis.  

Rennie D. also wrote to the two thesis supervisors: “Dear  

colleagues, It is my duty to let you know that the thesis of Manel L. 

contains numerous borrowings from the thesis that I myself defended 

seven years ago. With no reference to my work… Manel L. has assured 

me that he consulted the archives himself. However, the director of the 

AC Centre has just informed me that Manel L. has never deposited a 

request to consult documents (these archives are private and prior  

authorization is required for their consultation). This is therefore a 

case of copying and I am obliged to inform the president of the Na-

tional Council of our discipline of this fact”. 

…The Case Is Submitted to the Legal Profession 

The two supervisors then hired a lawyer, including Manel L. in this 

process. They provided the lawyer with all the email exchanges.  

The lawyer sent Rennie D. a formal notice mentioning article 

L.335-2 of the code of intellectual property, and reminding him that 

the fine could be as much as 300'000 euros. His six-page argument was 

based on the letters and mails all of which came from the professional 
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circuit. In these conditions, it appears difficult to talk about public libel. 

It was therefore simply an attempt to intimidate.  

The letter ended as follows: “Given all these facts, I formally re-

quest you to immediately cease all attacks on my clients. I also formally  

request that you inform me of the measures you intend to take to  

compensate for the harm already done to my clients. Should I hear  

nothing from you within eight days from the reception of the present, I 

shall suppose that you refuse an amicable solution”.  

By circulating this formal notice, the lawyer did a real disservice to 

those concerned. In our academic world, everything comes to light in 

the end.  

The Ineffectiveness of the University Administration   

Since it had already been tainted in the press because of a previous 

important plagiarism incident, the Swiss university that had awarded 

Manel L. his doctorate, has now set up a process to deal with any future 

lack of integrity. A new rule specified the procedure and the committee 

called on Manel L. to hear his version.  

Finally, the thesis was not annulled or modified and there were no 

legal consequences. Manel L. did not continue his academic career. He 

now takes part in radio programs on ethics and counterfeit in the pro-

duction of arts and crafts.  

The lawyer’s letter – although from a highly reputable firm – is lame. 

But its writer was probably not fooled. He is simply paid to  

frighten plaintiffs and protect his clients. He was probably also 

impressed by the university titles of the Thesis supervisor who hired him. 

While respecting the legal profession, we should stop being afraid of it 

and demand that in return it respects academia. 

To reassure both physical and moral persons who are threatened with 

libel suits by knowledge delinquents or their protectors: these threats are 

most often inappropriate and the courts do not wish to burden  
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themselves with such accusations. It is only ignorance of the law that al-

lows such situations to proliferate. The legal profession’s involvement 

here simply illustrates the learned societies’ lack of backbone when con-

fronted by lack of integrity and fake knowledge. 

Seeking Suitable Solutions  

How can academia avoid the implosion of a system riddled with fault 

lines that enable the proliferation of scientific fraud and  

plagiarism? How can researchers and other players in academia be  

empowered to deal with those who stray from the basic values of  

academic society? This relationship with peers has two possible  

signifiers for the respondents to the Institute’s survey. Either it is a close, 

personal relationship where the “peer” is literally another aspect of one-

self. This is the situation when authors mention that the quality of their 

paper/project is supported by the reactions of a few close  

colleagues who have read or heard it during seminars and conferences. Or 

the word “peer” refers to a distant relationship where the peer in question 

is perceived as an other (alter) or a judge (or even an enemy) through an 

anonymous review process. This dialectic rooted in the term “peer” leads 

researchers to feel that an increasing portion of luck is attached to submit-

ting an article to one of the many journals available. 

This dialectic of “peer” has the same consequences when we  

examine plagiarism: it seems as if luck alone decides to unmask some 

plagiarists while leaving others to act with total impunity. It is true that 

evaluators (thesis examiners, members of editorial boards, director of col-

lections, etc.) are partly responsible for the circulation of plagiarism. But 

it is also true that the non-existence of clear rules and punishments for 

those who do not respect them is at the heart of the question. Without 

rules and procedures for dealing with complaints and accusations,  

anything goes – or almost. 
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This results in a growing suspicion of institutions dealing with cases 

of fraud and plagiarism:  

“The director of research in her response mentions the status of 

employee to explain that it will not be possible to take these 

individuals through a disciplinary committee. Even though my 

case is essentially based on the plagiarism of a doctoral thesis that 

was awarded the degree of Doctor by the university, this cannot be 

hushed up by the fact that neither she nor I are employed by this 

university!”  

If the University administration is seen to be unsatisfactory, the law is 

the only resort, and it takes two or three years for a legal procedure to 

conclude.  

It is thus up to learned societies to regulate the phenomena of fraud 

and plagiarism. The Institute has contributed to implementing an 

appropriate procedure at the FNEGE (Fondation Nationale pour 

l'Enseignement de la Gestion des Entreprises de France) for dealing with 

plagiarism113. The procedure described in the box below is part of a prob-

lem-solving chain:  inform, accompany, control, punish. It is based on 

reaching solutions through voluntary procedures.  

113 https://www.fnege.org/assets/backend/javascripts/kcfinder/upload/files/ 

rapport%20act.pdf 
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Summary of a Proposal for a Procedure of Anti-plagiarism  

Mediation  

The author114 wrote about the procedure that he proposed and that 

has been in place for the last six years in a scientific association  

covering all the disciplines of management in France:  

In the absence of recognized instances for mediation, experience 

shows that the academic community most often finds itself helpless 

to deal with cases of fraud and academic plagiarism. Who can deal 

with them? Under what framework, with what legitimacy and what 

force of intervention? The difficulty is even more important since pla-

giarism is as much a breach of civil law (relations between individu-

als) as criminal law (infringement of academic norms and instances). 

In this situation, the aim of the mission entrusted to P.- J. 

Benghozi was not to seek to define or describe plagiarism, but rather 

to set out several suggestions as to dealing collectively with com-

plaints and conflicts, taking as a starting point the multiplication of 

plagiarism related “affairs” (complaints, attacks, etc.) and the absence 

of any institutional framework for dealing with them. Here is the main 

outline of this procedure.  

1. Promote Commitment 

No collective procedure alone can resolve the matter of plagia-

rism. It also needs the clear commitment of the stakeholders and ac-

tors of research through their adherence to share good practices. Be-

fore setting up any method to deal with plagiarism, it is therefore nec-

essary to envisage explicitly raising the awareness of the whole com-

munity (disciplinary associations, evaluation committees, establish-

ments and journals in particular). In practical terms this should first 

 
114 Benghozi P.-J., 2011, Réduire et traiter les cas de plagiat, une proposition de 

la FNEGE et SFM, Document interne. 
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be seen in the elaboration of a common charter defining the principles 

and code of behavior expected from academics in research. 

2. Investigation and Arbitration 

Whatever the details of the form chosen, such an instance of  

mediation should not aim to have the force of law if it is to be ac-

ceptable to all, easily set up and therefore effective. Its prime aim 

should be legitimacy. This is essential if its decisions are to be appro-

priated by scientific or disciplinary committees. 

3. Regulation and Peace-keeping in Academic Relations  

In case of conflict among parties, the procedure contributes to  

encourage individual responsibility in taking on the investigation of 

plagiarism dossiers and elaborating an argued viewpoint. It strength-

ens the health of collective practices and encourages exemplarity to-

wards students and research partners. 

By constituting a right to appeal or potential threat of sanctions in 

case of guilt, it contributes to raising awareness of the entire value 

chain of publication: from direct colleagues and heads of laboratories 

or universities to conference organizers, reviewers, editors of journals 

and publishers.  

4. Gradual Definition of Jurisprudence and Best Practices  

The lack of awareness (by potential plagiarists) of clear limits 

makes procedures that rely only on sanctions invalid. In these con-

texts of a continuum from plagiarism and “usual practice” (normal 

use of citations and references), it is essential to make what is “right 

and acceptable” explicit. 

5. Localization of the Institutional framework  

This procedure describes the blame or absence of blame and  

suggests forms of compensation to the parties concerned. Such an 
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instance of mediation must not aim to have force of law, but rather 

the force of legitimacy. This is essential if its decisions are then to be 

appropriated by eventual scientific or disciplinary committees.  

6. Members of the Commission or Mediators 

The process involves active researchers, for the main lever of such 

a mediating mechanism remains regulating and training among peers. 

Participants in this instance contribute to make it an instance of equal-

ity and discussion, like editorial committees of journals rather than a 

“committee of senior researchers”. 

7. Funding the System 

If this procedure is to be followed conscientiously, it must be  

recognized that investigating dossiers and discussions with the parties 

involved is time consuming. Other costs may also be involved:  

missions to meet with certain parties or witnesses, access to  

anti-plagiarism software and bibliographical databases... Suitable 

funding should thus be provided. 

8. Information, Guidance and Good Practice 

Even if it is a key element of these recommendations, the media-

tion process must not be thought of in isolation. It must be part of the  

framework of other actions upstream, especially in terms of infor-

mation and awareness raising. To encourage collective learning of the 

community and acquiring the rules and best practices, it seems essen-

tial to regularly publish decisions and descriptions of cases dealt with. 

The challenge is now how to implement these recommendations.  

Indeed, the above procedure is subject to several difficulties. Its lack of 

legal status makes decisions and positions hard to apply. The FNEGE is 

not immune to proceedings from establishments or individuals rooted in 

the opportunity networks described above. Lack of resources is also a 

brake and it would not be healthy to have plaintiffs finance the  
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procedure. There is also a risk of rumors that being a commission  

member is a question of interpersonal or institutional relations: “Several 

people told me that the antiplagiarism section is a ‘friendship’ group and 

their procedures are not reliable”. 

Nevertheless, we call on such commissions and procedures to be set 

up within scientific associations and learned societies. The objective anal-

ysis of cases, expertise and decisions is essential if the direct victims of 

plagiarism are to find a positive meaning in peer evaluation.  

Otherwise, there will be enormous disillusion. Fortunately, it is far from 

being the case that all academics are simply members of opportunity net-

works. Many are deeply involved with integrative communities or shared 

destiny communities.  They all call for clear references in matters of aca-

demic integrity. 

This type of procedure applied to the analysis of cases of plagiarism 

should also include the capacity to adapt and change rules rather than 

seeking “one best solution” that each party tries to impose on the others. 

If such procedures existed, it would be easy to respond to the frequent 

declaration “I think it is for the person affected to bring this to the  

attention of the journals or associations concerned”. It is not for the vic-

tim of plagiarism alone to bear the weight of the act that affects him or 

her. In fact, each reader, potential victim, student, scientist, editor who 

might be affected by this deviance should unmask plagiarism. Wanting to 

make the direct victim the only one responsible for revealing the problem 

means opting for the law of silence. Furthermore, collective responsibility 

would ensure neutrality and de-dramatization of the situation. Individuals 

making unjust accusations would also be exposed to the sanction of cred-

ibility. Actors could then relate to the facts rather than being imprisoned 

by the web of interactionist postures. 
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WHEN WORDS ARE DEEDS 

“I had a very bitter experience with plagiarism. It broke up the 

relationships in our lab team that until then had been congenial. 

After this experience, there were two ‘clans’: for one, exposing 

plagiarism was a duty and, for the other, it was like informing. It 

became very difficult, almost impossible, for these two ‘clans’ to 

talk to each other” 

People are no longer prepared to forgive plagiarism. The President of 

the Board of Administration of the Université Libre de Bruxelles in Bel-

gium resigned in October 2014 after a Belgian journalist revealed plagia-

rism in his commencement speech. This resignation seems  

somewhat unfair: after all, other people write speeches for political 

personalities, and any plagiarism in such speeches has no impact on the 

legacy of knowledge, nor does it adversely affect others’ careers. Why 

put these personalities in the dock when a great number of plagiarists can 

act with impunity in the world of scientific knowledge? 

It is therefore legitimate to ask questions when the media115 accuse 

Etienne Klein, a high-profile “star” of physics, of plagiarism. In the Klein 

case, the journalist wrote: 

 
115 Popular French physicist accused of plagiarizing colleagues and famous writ-

ers, Martin Enserink, Science, Dec. 7, 2016, https://www.science.org/  

content/article/popular-french-physicist-accused-plagiarizing-colleagues-and-fa-

mous-writers 
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“In his book ‘The world according to Klein’, the text ‘Histoires 

d’eau’ (Stories of Water) is largely lifted from an article by CNRS 

researcher Yves Coude. The physicist weaves his own  

expressions into the original to give the whole text ‘the Klein 

touch’.” 

Klein’s plagiarism was taken up by many newspapers and radio pro-

grams because Etienne Klein was also appointed by the French  

President as Director of a prestigious French institution, the IHEST (In-

stitut des Hautes Etudes pour la Science et la Technologie). After the story 

broke, The Ministry of Education and Research immediately  

appointed a scientific committee to investigate. This committee declared 

itself unauthorized to evaluate plagiarism, but nevertheless demanded that 

Klein resign from the IHEST. In terms of scientific integrity, Klein’s 

friends and admirers excused him on the grounds that a 

popularizer of science was not bound by the same strict citation  

demands as the author of a scientific article.  

Indeed, not a week goes by without some front-stage personality 

being accused of plagiarism. Some see this as a good thing: “It’s hard to 

call the whole system into question overnight. It takes time for  

mindsets to change. But at least people can still criticize it”. Others are 

more pessimistic, considering the publicity given to these symbolic cases 

is discouraging: “They shouldn’t talk so much about it 

 (plagiarism) or it will worry young researchers… it exasperates some 

people and it annoys those in power and decision makers; they take more 

care for a time but it doesn’t last long”. However, knowingly allowing 

plagiarism to continue, results in a situation of permanent  

deceit. Anyone who feels duty-bound to act in the service of knowledge, 

should therefore speak up. To quote Ghandi, “What frightens me is not 

the wickedness of the wicked, it is the silence of the just”.  

However, people under the academic spotlight find it hard to talk 

about plagiarism. The directors of a Swiss university had to comment on 
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the case of a professor whose plagiarist behavior had been widely  

publicized. The official press release declared that it had only been a mat-

ter of “plagiarism through carelessness”116. Their use of the word “care-

lessness” resulted in pages of mockery from the media who had a field 

day with the expression for over two years. The conclusion of the State 

Council reveals an ambiguous attitude:  

“Although this behavior infringes obligations of loyalty and  

rigor, the State Council has taken the prescription of acts of  

plagiarism into account and feels that such acts should not lead to 

a break in employment relations”. 

As a result, the person concerned lived happily ever after in his  

university where he continues to teach and supervise doctoral students.  

We wanted to get a deeper perspective on the question of what  

academics’ say (or do not say) about plagiarism and better understand 

those who choose to speak out and act. To this end, the Institute carried 

out a study with 350 French speaking actively publishing117 researchers 

from all fields. The most discriminating variable in terms of researchers’ 

choice to speak out, was the plagiarist’s status. Almost 51% of those we 

interviewed said they spoke directly to doctoral students and were more 

tolerant of them because of their lack of experience: “I showed him how 

stupid and counter-productive his behavior was. I pointed out that it was 

a really bad start to a career to be seen in such an undesirable light that 

would certainly leave its mark”. Only 25% of those questioned  

explicitly condemned plagiarism and 11% did not give an opinion. When 

plagiarism is committed by peers, 43% of researchers said they tried to 

talk to them about it while 32% said they would expose them and 15% 

 
116 https://www.letemps.ch/opinions/2014/01/29/tares-revelees-plagiat-neu-

chatelois Consulted on March 20, 2017. 
117 Bergadaà M., 2011, Le plagiat académique : nouveau concept ou phénomène 

social ?, Cahier de recherche, HEC Genève, N° 2011-06. 

https://www.letemps.ch/opinions/2014/01/29/tares-revelees-plagiat-neuchatelois
https://www.letemps.ch/opinions/2014/01/29/tares-revelees-plagiat-neuchatelois
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would do nothing. As for plagiarism committed by academic directors, 

only 27% would talk to them directly and 22% would turn a blind eye. 

The following pages present the results of the survey using a  

projective method with open questions to avoid simplistic explanations. 

Participants completed this proposition: “You know that one of your col-

leagues plagiarizes and nobody tells the competent authorities about 

this…”. The responses most commonly contained the following  

signifiers: “I know that some colleagues plagiarize. They are cheats! 

I don’t want to sink to their level and say anything to them then have to 

face confrontations and attacks. I just avoid them 100%, that’s all”. 

The Hardest Part Is Saying It  

Finding the right words is difficult in today’s globalised world. Any 

translator can tell you that words do not have simple equivalents from one 

language to another – but this is also true of words even within the same 

language. An American and a British person will not necessarily interpret 

the same word in the same way. This means that we have to take care 

when seeking to communicate with a global audience, for we need to con-

sider others’ cultural sensitivities. However, this is not to say that we 

should avoid any controversy – our words have meanings and it is our 

responsibility to use the right words even if this may shock some. If we 

fear being misinterpreted by our global audience, we may end up with a 

bland form of “Globish” that effectively avoids any meaningful debate. 

Exposing plagiarism is no stranger to this choice of words and  

responsibility. From our research, we have seen that many people prefer 

to avoid the issue, saying and doing nothing. Speaking out and acting is 

difficult for it demands a clear sense of responsibility and empathy while 

not letting emotions interfere with judgement. Being responsible means 

using one’s power of speech and action without cowardice or fear – it 

means taking action but not in just any way. Exposing plagiarism is an 
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ordeal for the victim, the plagiarist and the witnesses. It is also hard for 

those who entertain relationships with any of the parties involved. Who is 

in the best position to expose plagiarism? From our survey, the majority 

of our respondents think that it is up to the victim to disclose the offense, 

but others have a different reaction: “Are we supposed to ask students to 

file a complaint because their neighbor is copying their exam paper?”.  

In reality, since the direct victims of plagiarism are not always in a “hier-

archical” position to take the risk, they say nothing. “Do you think a wife 

beaten by her husband would be wrong not to file a complaint with the 

police? Does the fact that she does nothing absolve the husband of the 

crime?”. This last remark implies that witnesses of plagiarism should at 

least help by reporting the offense.  

The case in the box below shows the letter of thanks the Institute  

received after mediating in a case. 

Letter of Thanks from a Young Researcher  

At the time of the event, Arthur S. was a student, then a young  

“specialist” professor in a High school in France. Thomas V. was a pro-

fessor in a Belgian university. He was a thesis supervisor and  

organized conferences in his field. Arthur S. tells the story:  

“I was writing my Masters dissertation at the University of Paris 

A. During the 2003-2004 academic year, I met Thomas V.  

assistant professor in Belgium during a conference. We had a 

friendly chat about my dissertation but never worked together.  

In September 2006, I defended my dissertation. It was chosen as 

the best study in my field. To be friendly, I sent a copy of the  

dissertation to Thomas V. 

Then, for personal family reasons, I gave up studying for a few 

years.  
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During that time in 2005, Thomas V. published a first article  

plagiarizing my work in a university journal: he even copied the 

mistake I had made in English. In 2007 Thomas V. published a 

second article plagiarizing my work. In May 2007, there was an 

international conference where Thomas V. spoke on the same sub-

ject. In June 2009 another publication by Thomas V. took up my 

theme for the third time, reproducing the original language error.  

In December 2009, I went back to studying to do a PhD and, on 

the Internet, I found that Thomas V. was very interested in my 

subject. In April 2010, I contacted him sending him my plan for 

my thesis. He advised me to change subject, which I found rather 

odd.  

In January 2010, I asked to read Thomas V’s article, that he had 

pubished in his university journal, and I found my plagiarized dis-

sertation from 2003. I was devastated. I informed the editorial sec-

retary of the journal who immediately sent me a second article 

where I found a second instance of plagiarism. I was speechless!  

I did not know what to do. I told my thesis supervisor. He asked 

me to underline the plagiarized sections and put together a file that 

he sent to the legal department of the university of Paris A. They 

seemed to take it all seriously, and I was relieved.  

At the end of April 2010, Thomas V., had heard of the affair from 

the X Journal. He sent me a private message via Facebook where 

he suggested citing me as coauthor in the X Journal. I  

replied that he had no right to do this and that he had plagiarized 

my work.  

In December 2010, my university informed me that they had no 

authority to act and that I alone could take the matter to court.  

I then took advice from a specialized copyright lawyer. He told me 
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it would be a long process. On his advice, I filed a complaint with 

the Rector and Vice chancellor of University B in Belgium where 

Thomas worked.  

At the end of January 2011, I received a phone call from the chan-

cellor of university B saying that he was very surprised by this 

affair disclosed in the documents I had sent him. He asked me to 

come for an interview and to give him the whole file so that the 

university could investigate.  

In March 2011, Thomas V. asked to meet me in Paris. I accepted. 

He admitted the wrong doing and together, we drafted a press  

release to send to the journals to reestablish the truth. The press 

release stated that he had been inspired by my university  

dissertation in four of his articles. He also accepted to reimburse 

me the lawyer’s fees, and did so the next day. I then dropped any 

legal proceedings (I didn’t have the means to pay). Furthermore, 

Thomas V. sent the press releases we had agreed on to the 

journals who acknowledged that they had received them.  

In May 2011, I was summoned to University B. in Belgium 

before a university commission of the ten persons in charge of 

judging the case. I summarized the facts. I felt very  

uncomfortable. This administrative commission gave me no  

answers and said that their decision would not be made public, ei-

ther to me or to anyone outside the university. Only Thomas him-

self would hear the result and might lose his job.  

In May 2012, Thomas V. still had the same job and his 

bibliography still included one of the papers plagiarizing my work. 

No compensatory article was ever published in the journals where 

the papers appeared, except for one university website that pub-

lished the press release about a conference where my work had 

also been plagiarized. A paper I wrote was accepted by a high-
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ranking journal and I wanted to dispel any doubts about the fact 

that I had written the paper first. Above all, I did not wish to have 

to cite my plagiarist in my bibliography.  

In June 2012, after the intervention of your Institute with the chan-

cellor of this Belgian university, a journal immediately 

published this press release: ‘Thomas V. based his work on the 

university dissertation of Arthur S. defended in 2004… Thomas 

V. did not cite Arthur S. in his bibliography and he apologizes for 

this’. The second journal where two plagiarized articles had been 

published, wrote the following: ‘Thomas V. wishes to  

announce that he based his work on Arthur S’s University  

dissertation defended in 2003 at the University of Paris A… 

Thomas V. did not cite Arthur S. in his bibliography and apolo-

gizes for this negligence’. 

Finally, it would have been easy to give up and I know that many 

cases remain in the dark because it is difficult to get such wrongs 

recognized. However, such situations must leave a bitter taste of 

unfinished business, even shame, and I owed it to myself after all 

this work not to let myself be walked over or poisoned by such 

negative feelings.  

Thank you again for your mediation. I am enormously relieved to 

be able to finish with this and finally go on to something more 

constructive! At least I feel I took it right to the end and that 

justice was finally done after all!” 

In the above case, the victim was called up before a council of ten 

people. Anyone who has experienced this type of administrative enquiry 

knows how intimidating it is to have to bear witness in front of a row of 

people (including the clerk who types out every word that is said). It was 

at this commission that Arthur S. understood that its members were not 

there to listen to him or compensate him for plagiarism. He was simply a 
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witness in an internal administrative enquiry regarding the plagiarist. In 

the above case, Arthur S. certainly understood how the ground stood when 

the president of the commission told him that he would not be informed 

of the case’s outcome. 

Finding the Right Words 

Countries have different cultures, and academic fields also have their 

particularities. Their “languages” range from philosophy to math,  

medicine, art or management. Academia may dream of a universal 

space118 and a convergence towards a common language rather than a 

mere discourse of convenience. Such a common language would make it 

much easier to deal with plagiarism for example, but this situation is still 

some distance away. As mentioned above, variations in terminology and 

culture complicate the issue. In Quebec for example, those trained  

according to the English-speaking model talk without scruple of  

whistle-blowers, as is the case in Switzerland. The French however are 

more likely to talk in terms of “informers” or “fences” although the term 

“lanceur d’alerte” has recently been incorporated into the French  

vocabulary as an equivalent to “whistle-blower”, but this “equivalence” 

is still open to question. The legal profession also has its variants and these 

are also used regarding plagiarism. Some lawyers focus on the cause, us-

ing the discourse of “counterfeit”, “complaint”, “libel”, while their col-

leagues focus on a logic of result, speaking of “duty of  

exposure” or “whistle blowing” in the public interest. In matters of  

plagiarism, the globalized 21st century calls for standardized  

terminology. With this in mind, below, we provide clarification of some 

terms that are commonly associated with plagiarism.  

 
118 Asante M. K., Yoshitaka M. and Yin J., Eds., The global intercultural commu-

nication reader (2nd ed), 2014, New York, NY: Routledge. 
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• The word “Informer” is (theoretically) a neutral term, but it has 

different meanings depending on the country and culture. On a fac-

tual level, an informer gathers information on another’s  

account. But an informer also provides scientific information in 

qualitative enquiries. An informer sends a one-way message. The 

classic “sender-receiver” model of communication can refer to in-

dividuals as well as objects. However, if we are referring to com-

munication between humans, the sender must be able to  

respond and modify the message. This is the difference between 

simply informing and communicating, which also implies  

checking that the receiver has heard, understood, and can give 

feedback.  

• “Reporting plagiarism” means communicating information,  

orally or in writing, that was previously hidden or kept secret. Re-

porting on plagiarism does not require enormous personal  

involvement – the speaker (or writer) simply signals publicly that 

“it is known”. Plagiarism can be reported directly to the  

academic community or to one of its managing organisations: 

“What could be the reasons for me not to report what I know?  

I am a rather distant colleague in my field, I’m not close to my  

scientific community… I suddenly feel that I don’t know which  

institution is authorised to deal with it”. 

• “Exposing a plagiarist” is a voluntary action destined to warn the 

academic community of behaviors that the rules of research and 

publication consider reprehensible. To this end, exposing  

plagiarism is an act of good citizenship. However, it is always dif-

ficult to report unethical practices to an institution with the power 

to judge and sanction. “An accusation takes time and above all lots 

of energy. Knowing that the administration and the other col-

leagues prefer not to know, one finds oneself alone.  
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We would all prefer not to know, because if we know, we have to 

take responsibility”. 

• “Filing a complaint”119: This means asking for compensation for 

harm done. It is thus the victim who must take action. The  

complaint is filed with formal academic or legal authorities. It con-

tains the facts that clearly show the plaintiff’s victimhood. The 

process of filing a complaint requires courage: “7 years ago I dis-

covered that I had been victim of plagiarism in a thesis that I had 

defended in 2002… The plagiarist was someone who had worked 

with me and with whom I still have institutional 

relationships. Should I have reported the counterfeit to the  

university where the thesis was defended? For a long time I  

wondered what to do… This moment of tension still comes back 

and makes me feel deeply uncomfortable. It’s what they call Blam-

ing the victim, isn’t it?”. 

• It is worth remembering that in the case of academic plagiarism, 

the victim is not limited to the person who has been plagiarized. 

Victims are also readers and indeed, the entire academic system. 

This being so, a scientific association, a head PhD examiner or a 

group of researchers can also file a complaint – at least in theory.  

• “Denunciation” has a negative connotation. It is above all used by 

the French to qualify those who protect plagiarists: “I am against 

these calls for denouncing plagiarists. They are one of the curses 

of our society; the watchdog authorities should just do their job!”. 

This is a paradoxical position, for if the facts are not brought to 

their attention, how can these “watchdog” authorities do their job? 

Those who use the term “denunciation” should perhaps look at 

 
119 Stricly according to the law, “take legal action” is the terminology used for 

victims of plagiarism. Filing a complaint in the strict sense of the term, only con-

cerns criminal offenses. 
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how it is defined in Wikipedia120 : “Denunciation (from Latin de-

nuntiare, to denounce) is an open public accusation or reporting 

a person or a group of persons to public authorities, often done 

anonymously for low political or personal motives, on which 

the informant has a personal interest or hopes to gain personal 

benefits. A person who denounces can be called denouncer, in-

former, informant or by various legal and slang terms, such as 

snitch”. 

• People who use the word “denunciation” to qualify reporting pla-

giarism are in an unsustainable position, for the “signified” is the 

opposite of what they seem to suggest.  

• “A Whistle-blower” acts from within a system. Whistle-blowers 

aim to modify a system they consider harmful. Since they do not 

have the power to intervene in the system’s decision-making, they 

often lack legitimacy to put forward their arguments. They often 

collide head on with the authorities, for they question an  

established order. Whistle-blowers may arise at any time, shaking 

up the establishment with their revelations. Of course, not all of 

them become Edward Snowden (the former CIA IT engineer, who 

revealed that the NSA Prism program was spying on the  

entire world). However, each time a whistle-blower discloses a 

case of academic fraud, it is worth asking: how many other  

people already knew about what these lone-rangers reveal?  

Whistle-blowers’ revelations are then spread in the mass and  

social media. 

Beyond defining the above linguistic codes, it is still important for 

their associated mental representations to share the semantic field of re-

sponsibility. This is clearly not the case. For example, in  

Latin countries, many people think they can bend the rules as long as this 

 
120 Cf. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denunciation 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denunciation
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does not hurt another person. Individual freedom stops where the freedom 

of others begins, and vice versa. According to this reasoning, it is not 

fraudulent to plagiarize the deceased. On the other hand,  

according to the protestant ethic (as understood in Switzerland), freedom 

begins and ends with the law, so reporting illicit conduct (here,  

plagiarism) is a duty for all, including university professors. The  

advantage of adopting a position that focuses on the consequences of pla-

giarism, as listed in the first chapter of this book, is that this allows all 

parties to assess the situation in the light of the facts and their impact on 

the future, rather than being (mis)guided by an emotional reaction to the 

immediate situation.  

Hearing the Victims 

The direct victims of plagiarism are angry and hurt, so unless they 

receive advice and guidance, they either give up the fight, or react  

over-emotionally. If the plagiarist has a powerful position in his or her 

field of research, the victim must be sure of providing solid factual proof 

to counter the risk of retaliation. To report plagiarism, a letter must be 

written with proof of the offense attached. This letter should be sent to the 

highest authority in the educational institution concerned or to the Editor 

in Chief of the journal where the plagiarized article was  

published. Copies may be sent to all the concerned stakeholders. In the 

letter, it is important to state the facts in a non-emotional way. The  

situation needs to be put clearly into context and specific action 

requested. This specific action statement, such as “I request an apology 

from the Editor in Chief in the following issue of the journal” or “I would 

like the name of the omitted co-author to be added to 

international data bases” – serves to show the victims’ determination to 

obtain their rights.  

The authorities who receive such letters always refer them to their le-

gal departments before deciding how to deal with the situation.  
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Commissions’ protocols take months or even years, which is very  

frustrating for victims who would like to move on. Victims may also be 

targeted by explicit or implied threats to get them to withdraw their com-

plaint. They should however not let this affect them to the extent that it 

impacts their research. Below we provide advice for victims in this situa-

tion. 

 

A Guide for Plagiarism Victims 

1 – How Do I Prove It?  

Whether you discover that you have been plagiarized in a published 

article or in an article that is still in the review process, the first thing 

to do is NOT to talk about it121. You should first use a similarity detec-

tion software to prove the offense. Nine times out of ten, if you have 

been plagiarized, you will discover that you are not alone: the offender 

has also plagiarized others. This will help you make your case. 

2 – Who Should Make the Accusation?  

Officially, if you are the victim, you must file the complaint, even 

if you are a young author filing a complaint against senior researchers. 

Of course, you have to make sure you have solid proof – and this is 

also true for senior researchers who are plagiarized by juniors. 

In all cases, you will have to put up with the systematic denial of 

those you accuse. If you are frightened to make the accusation yourself, 

ask a third party, recognized as a peer by the authorities, to do it for 

you.  

3 – When Should I Make the Accusation?  

As soon as possible after you discover the offense. It is better to 

avoid the lasting suffering associated with seeing the plagiarist go 

 
121 Published on the site https://irafpa.org/methodes/instruire-un-plagiat/vade-me-

cum-du-plagie/ 
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unpunished and being socially and academically recognized for his/her 

publication. If undisclosed, this topic may take a substantial share of 

your mental energy and may prevent you from engaging in positive 

conversations with your professional and personal network.  

If reading this makes you realize that you want to make a complaint 

now for an offense that occurred a while ago, remember that there is 

prescription in law after ten years. In any case, after so long, your  

plagiarist will have had plenty of time to benefit professionally from 

his or her misdeed.  

4 – How Do I Choose a Sponsor?  

Before filing a formal complaint, you need to make sure you have 

one or two solid supporters inside and outside the system. A “sponsor” 

could be a senior researcher, someone from another discipline or from 

the legal department of your university. Your sponsor will offer you 

the support you need throughout the long and sometimes difficult pro-

cess. The person you choose should be completely objective with no 

interest in power games. This person should also be prepared to act if 

you do not get satisfactory results. Remember, the institution you com-

plain to may be affected by rumors and potential media coverage if the 

process lasts too long. These sometimes have more impact than any 

considerations of truth or ethics. 

5 – Where Do I File the Complaint? 

• For published chapters or articles: usually, address the Scien-

tific Committee or Editorial board of any good journal – do not 

only complain to the Editor in Chief.  

• For Conferences: the scientific directors of the conference and 

the presidents and vice-presidents of the relevant conference  

association if there is one. 

• For books or chapters: to the editor with a copy to your  

institution’s authorities. 
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• For Doctoral theses: to the university authorities or ethics  

committees, when these exist.  

6 – What Should I Expect?  

You will be surprised by the reactions of your peers who do not 

have the same mindset as you. You must understand that you think of  

yourself as a knowledge creator – some of those you speak to may rea-

son according to their own role within the system and they may see a 

totally different dimension of academic reality. The legitimate question 

of someone who defends the system would be “How can we do the 

least damage to our community?” (“community” may be a lab, an as-

sociation, a journal, etc.). 

7 – How Do I Write the Complaint?  

You have to send a letter, by post or email. You need to attach the 

proof of plagiarism as demonstrated by a detection software or  

according to the protocol we suggest. 

• Make your loyalty to the journal/conference/ institution clear 

• State the facts in non-emotional language 

• Show proof 

• Put the situation in context 

• Request specific action 

8 – How Should I Act During the Process?  

Try to avoid thinking too much about the situation. Of course, you 

feel terrible after being “robbed” of your creation, but you should try 

not to let it get the better of you to the extent that it affects your work. 

Your hierarchy might even blame you for this. In fact, you should also 

be prepared for pressure from other parties to withdraw the complaint, 

because it will harm the reputation of the journal/conference/  

institution/association where the offense took place.  
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Remain calm, think of this ordeal as an experience that will help 

you better understand the academic system. When people tell you that 

“you should be flattered to be plagiarized”, remember that this may just 

reflect their difficulty in dealing with the situation. Others might say 

“How incredible! I’m going to talk to X and Y about it”. They could 

genuinely be trying to help, but they might also have other reasons for 

getting involved. Rely on your own judgement and talk to your sponsor 

if necessary. 

9 – If I Get What I Want, How Should I Act?  

If you get satisfaction, congratulations! Say thank you and say no 

more about it. Remember, it is not up to you to break the confidentiality 

of the person who behaved unethically. This is the job of heads of  

conferences, journals, scientific associations or institutions where the 

event took place. It is up to them to apologize for not having prevented 

the offense and to reassure their members that necessary action has 

been taken to avoid any recurrence of such behavior.  

10 – If I don’t Get What I Want, What Should I Do?  

If you fail to get satisfaction, try not to let it ruin your health! You 

may wish to consult a good psychologist who will be able to help you 

get over the ordeal. You may try looking at this ordeal as a learning 

experience that will make you more self reliant. You may end up with 

more realistic expectations of how far the institution and/or your peers 

will go to help you, and this realization will be valuable for your future 

career. 

11 – And What if I Decide to Go to Court?  

If you decide to take the matter to court, your only solution is to 

hire a lawyer. However, you should know that in many countries, pla-

giarism is not recognized as such, but is seen as part of the law on  

counterfeiting. Your lawyer will explain whether you should sue the 
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plagiarist, the instance where the offense took place or even, in case of 

harassment, specific people. Your lawyer will be able to obtain files 

from the relevant authorities that you would not be able to get by  

yourself. A great advantage of the legal procedure is that the lawyer 

takes care of you and thinks for you. Your role is to continue with your 

research, teaching and publishing. 

12 – Is there a Life after Plagiarism?  

One day you will decide to move on. When that time comes, it 

would be nice to follow Pasteur’s advice and “go back and live in peace 

in your libraries and laboratories” (Louis Pasteur, 1892). 

Cases that are dealt with by an institutionalized mediation process are 

ususally less frustrating for victims. Indeed, the mediator’s role is first to 

defend integrity and hear what all parties have to say.  

Unfortunately, so far very few institutions have precise protocols in pla-

giarism mediation. Moreover, many institutions fail to show much muscle 

when it comes to the reputations of their universities or scientific journals. 

In general, members of commissions of enquiry meet according to the 

availability of their members. They are often well-intentioned, but many 

think of themselves as substitute prosecutors. Their logic is one of cause, 

so they hear out the protagonists and then like to close the enquiry with a 

sanction.  

Unfortunately, the sanctions they come up with are not usually fit for 

purpose. Offenders do not mend their ways but continue as before, and in 

all likelihood, they and their victims will meet up periodically throughout 

their careers.  

When victims obtain compensation in calm conditions within a 

reasonable time, they can act more magnanimously. They are fully aware 

that they made their demands at the right time in the right place and to 

have acted to protect their peers who might be the plagiarist’s future tar-

gets. The ordeal they go through allows “successful” victims to grow in 
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maturity. They say they are no longer frightened and that the experience 

has helped them to understand more about combatting plagiarism. They 

say that they are now committed:  

“There are three reasons why I would expose plagiarism to the 

right authorities: the fact that these authorities are often so  

apathetic, the problems you have with other people, or even the 

legal situations that you get into when you have been plagiarized, 

and the difficulties in proving plagiarism because often the  

plagiarist paraphrases the stolen idea.” 

Former victims are also convinced that their exposure of plagiarism 

has led the authorities to question their procedures and change them.  

Hearing the Plagiarists  

All plagiarists are unhappy and those who are exposed are in an even 

worse state. They may find it unbearable to be forced to face others who 

now see their true nature as researchers. This image is nothing like the 

one they had of themselves. In other words, plagiarists know what they 

are, but cannot say it. Plagiarists who offend more than once are clearly 

unable to differentiate between what is theirs and what is not. 

Plagiarists who are exposed and punished may suffer considerable 

anxiety. Most of the time, no effort is made to hear these plagiarists out 

and try to understand their situation. However, it is well known that most 

will remain in academia and will remain within our universities and 

learned societies. 

The Institute has listened to and observed many plagiarists. This  

experience shows that all who are caught are distressed. It is very  

unusual for them to say “Everyone does what I do” or “If you look closely 

at what my colleagues write, you’ll soon see how many plagiarize”. The 

plagiarists who do talk this way are those who want to cover up an in-

stance of plagiarism by minimizing it in the name of the supposedly 
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generalized practice of “sloppy research”. As for true plagiarists, they are 

perfectly aware that they have broken the bounds of ethical behavior. 

Plagiarizing means reexamining one’s position – one’s own identity, 

one’s place in the system and one’s failure to meet requirements. As 

shown previously in this book (see chapter 2), Academia puts up  

barriers to sort those who wish to hold certain positions in the system. 

Some may find these barriers impossible to overcome, causing them to 

stand still on the academic ladder. At best, this type of failure may lead to 

a quest for institutional power; at worst, it could encourage the  

appropriation of others’ work by plagiarizing.  

 

A Guide for Those Accused of Plagiarism  

1 – What Do I Do if I Am Accused of Plagiarism?  

The day you receive a letter from an author or an editor accusing 

you of plagiarism, you should remain calm and not reply immediately. 

You should first assess the facts by checking whether you have simply 

made a copy-paste of a text, translated an article or text from another  

language, borrowed ideas from another author, eliminated a co-author 

from an article you have published, etc. All these facts are serious in 

terms of academic ethics, but they are considered differently from a 

legal point of view. 

We advise you to call on a lawyer as soon as possible. He/she will 

give you good advice on the attitude you should adopt during the 

months to come. 

 

2 – What Do I Do if I Am Accused in the Press?  

Some unscrupulous journalists get hold of a minor case of  

plagiarism, such as self-plagiarism or the simultaneous publication of 

an article at a conference and in a scientific journal. The problem here 

is that most newspapers put their articles online and years after the  
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presumed facts, your name will always be linked to words like  

“plagiarism”, “cheating”, or “fraud”. From blog to blog, you might end 

up paying throughout your life for an error of judgement about the  

seriousness of an action. Whether you are guilty or were simply not 

paying attention, you need to refer the case to the authorities of 

your institution. After all, when a student or professor’s reputation is 

questioned, this affects the reputation of the institution as a whole. 

Also, only an institution would have the power to insist on the removal 

of online articles. Furthermore, if you happen to be in France, you have 

a right to your university’s legal protection, paid with public funds. 

  

3 – What Do I Do if I Am Accused via the Web?  

Occasionally, the person you plagiarized or one of their peers  

decides to publish the incriminated text on the Web, or talk about it on 

their blog. Here again, you can ask, through your lawyer, to have the 

site closed. Nevertheless, since it is a very small world, everyone will 

know what you have done. And throughout your future career, when-

ever you are asked to do a new job, such as Dean, director of studies 

or chancellor, or even if you get a job in a new institution, there is a 

good chance that the case will reappear online.  

We strongly advise you to search your name on Google every day 

to keep up with your e-reputation. It is a nuisance but it is the only way 

to keep track of what others are saying about you. 

  

4 – How Can I Measure the Damage?  

It is common for your first reaction to be one of denial. You were 

a “professor”, “director”, “doctoral student”… and then, overnight, 

you are accused of being a “cheat”. It is natural to feel disoriented, but 

a few guidelines can help estimate the extent of the rumor and how far 

it will spread: 
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• The higher your position (thesis supervisor, establishment  

director) compared to that of the plaintiff, the higher the  

likelihood that the rumor will spread.  

• The bigger the offence (e.g. translation of a whole text vs.  

copying ten pages of a book, covering up sources etc.) the 

higher the likelihood that the rumor will spread.  

• The more you represent an important position in the system, the 

more quickly and higher the likelihood that the rumor will 

spread.  

Ask the ad hoc authority (e.g. an institutional ethical committee) 

for a balanced analysis and an objective assessment of what you risk. 

If the accusation is founded and the offense is minor, you will probably 

be officially subject to reprimand with an administrative punishment, 

but at least you will have paid your debt towards the community. It is 

then up to the community to protect you for the future.  

  

5 – How Should I Define my Line of Defense if the Accusation is 

True?  

Among all the reactions we have observed, some are effective, oth-

ers highly risky. Below you will find some common reactions as evi-

denced in our research. Remember, however: if you have plagiarized, 

your best defense is to face the facts.  

• A common reaction of doctoral students is to say that they 

didn’t know they were plagiarizing: there is no institutional 

framework for learning the appropriate skills when you start 

your doctoral studies and no prevention campaign. You give the 

example of what happens in other institutions and by compari-

son, you suggest that the responsibility lies with your establish-

ment and your direct supervisors. It is always possible to see a 
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young researcher as naive, especially if you are considered 

modest and unassuming. 

• Young researchers sometimes assure their bosses or thesis s 

upervisors that the plagiarism accusation is unfounded. These 

mentors first react by defending their students, for their  

reputation is also at stake. However, if they then see the factual 

proof of plagiarism, they will feel humiliated. We strongly ad-

vise against this attitude of denial, for your mentors will dislike 

you twice, once for plagiarizing, and then for exposing them to  

ridicule. 

• Senior professors’ classic reaction is to say that a student wrote 

the text instead of them and they did not check. Even if nobody 

is duped by this excuse, it enables peers to say that you were  

negligent and avoids their having to raise questions about their 

own behavior. Everyone would prefer a careless peer to a  

fraudulent one. However, your senior position changes nothing 

once the facts have been established. Plagiarism is plagiarism. 

6 – How Do I Formulate a Defense?  

Keep it simple: argue your loyalty to the journal/conference/institution, 

accept the facts keeping clear of emotion, show proof of your loyalty, 

and apologize for your behavior. 

Formulating a specific apology and asking for the texts to be  

modified – for example adding the name of an “omitted” co-author de-

prived of appearing in international databases – demonstrates your de-

termination to change your behavior. Furthermore, this proof of good 

faith will be useful for the lawyer you may be obliged to consult if  

people seek to spread the story. 

  

7 – What about my Career after Plagiarism?  

One thing is sure, if you have plagiarized, even five or six years 

ago, you can be uncovered at any time, for more and more texts can be 
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found on the Internet. You may wish to seek professional guidance to 

help you understand why you plagiarized in the first place. This will 

help you come to terms with yourself and move on. You will be able 

to speak calmly of your offense and face up to any attacks that you may  

encounter in the future. You may even help others who are tempted by 

the same trap. 

If plagiarists and those accused of plagiarism as well as their victims 

are to speak freely and constructively, the whole situation needs to be ap-

proached with sensitivity and calm. Often, plagiarists are faced with an 

insensitive disclosure of the facts; they may understandably respond 

through the lawyers and, in the absence of any suitable academic 

instances, the whole processes is defined by a win or lose logic.  

Allowing plagiarists to have their say would be very useful. This is not to 

encourage them to lie in their defense, but rather to understand how the 

system could let them drift so far away from academic ethics. Such un-

derstanding would in turn contribute to defining protocols to prevent this 

behavior. 

One of the reasons people do not report plagiarism is their fear of dis-

proportionate sanctions. This fear is nicely illustrated in the  

following (true) story. 

One day, the Dean of a faculty suggested a debate on the motion: “All 

professors whose contract is being renewed should have their articles 

submitted to similarity detection software”. The motion was heavily crit-

icized! The youngest professors, who knew how this software was used, 

retorted “But the software is not reliable. For example, it mentions erro-

neous citations when we put the author in a footnote”. Full professors 

took up a technical point: “That software also counts self-plagiarism, but 

that is not a serious form of plagiarism”. A few who were near retirement 

and who had spent their entire career in this university objected: “It all 

depends on who uses the results. I have absolutely no trust in how this 

Chancellor would use the information”.  
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A young professor remarked that if software was used for  

dissertations and theses, it was only fair that the same software should be 

applied to professors’work. This seems logical at first, for both  

students and researchers reap the same rewards from plagiarizing: they 

obtain titles or positions that they do not deserve. However, in this  

debate about renewing professors’ contracts, the Vice Dean’s response 

brought the discussion to an abrupt close: “It’s true that students’ theses 

are submitted to the software. But they do not risk ruining their careers – 

unlike professors”. Would it have been worth pointing out that the conse-

quences of plagiarism are far more serious in the case of  

researchers, for such behavior is the very negation of their life’s work, 

that is supposed to advance knowledge? The question never came up be-

cause the group of professors immediately voted on the motion: 28 pro-

fessors against and 2 for. 

Dimensions of Academics’ Commitment to Combatting Plagiarism  

Academics often worry about plagiarism in their publications. “Does 

it contain any plagiarism that I didn’t notice?”, they ask, but few are com-

mitted to actively preventing plagiarism as a phenomenon within aca-

demia. Specific attitudes122 to plagiarism are related to beliefs  

developed since childhood that govern responses to everyday life  

situations. Committment123 is the link that transforms attitudes into lasting 

behavior. A comittment to combating plagiarism implies an  

understanding of its deeper threat. Those who are involved in this fight 

support rigorous knowledge across all disciplines. Our analysis of 

respondents’ verbatims revealed the different dimensions of their  

motivation to combat plagiarism. We identified five dimensions: social 

 
122 Allport G. W. (1935), Attitudes, in: Murchison C. (ed.), Handbook of social 

psychology, Worcester, Mass: Clark University Press. 
123 Kiesler C. A. (1971), The psychology of commitment: experiments linking be-

havior to belief, Social Psychology Series, N. Y., Academic Press. 
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ties, compassion, an academic ideal, social justice and apathy. These are 

illustrated in the diagram below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8: Dimensions of academics’ commitment 

Each dimension is rooted in familiar, cultural, philosophical, political 

or religious reasons. This is hardly surprising, since academics are  

intellectuals who have been heavily influenced by the seminal texts they 

have read.  

Academics’ construct of their engagement towards plagiarism  

depends on several components. In other words, these five dimensions are 

present to varying degrees and are expressed differently depending on the 

people and situations involved.  

When setting up a mediation process, it is important to understand 

which dimension motivates their engagement with plagiarism. This en-

courages effective communication, enabling the mediators to find  

appropriate ways of talking to the different parties. This should not be 

taken as “manipulation” – it also enables each party to express their own 

viewpoint in ways that the others can comprehend and respond to. The 

box below demonstrates the viewpoints of three people highly committed 
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to combatting plagiarism; however, their approach is not the same. Marie 

is mainly motivated by compassion. She would give her heart and soul to 

defend a victim. Her attitude is completely unlike that of Louis, whose 

dominant dimension is the importance of social ties. As for  

Jean-Pierre, his commitment stems from his ideal of social justice.  

Despite the diverse origins of their commitment, these three have been 

highly involved in combatting plagiarism for years.  

 

Dimensions of Commitment  

• Marie: “What upsets me is injustice. I spend my time reconcil-

ing people with each other. It is not plagiarism itself that shocks 

me. I can forgive a few accidents. But I find it so unjust when  

plagiarist’s victims are caught in the lines of fire and risk being 

hurt. Even if they also make mistakes, I get involved in their  

defense. I can’t bear it when they attack the victims. I’m not at 

all interested in the system because I have no faith in it and ex-

pect nothing. You would need so many people to beat the sys-

tem so the only thing is to do what you can with individuals so 

they can come out of these dreadful stories with their head high. 

I know what it’s like to feel abandoned, so I can’t stand it when 

victims are left to fend for themselves. They have to know that 

they have our moral support, that not everyone will abandon 

them and that we won’t let them down. For me it’s a moral is-

sue. My father was a lawyer. We fight for clients. We fight for 

people. I don’t think I will ever be repaid for what I do. When 

you are committed, you can’t do it by halves. You do it the 

whole way, that’s the way it is.” 

• Louis: “It was after Y (a national authority) was president and I 

came face to face with conflicts in labs. These were real life 

cases where I saw the damage it did to research teams. That 

made me want to find ways of avoiding it all degenerating into  



216 Academic Plagiarism: Understanding It to Take Responsible Action 
 

interpersonal battles. Plagiarism is linked to everything,  

publications, fraud, and mafia-like practices in some labs and 

even in institutions. For me, the main reason for having proper  

procedures would be to deal with the big picture and avoid so-

cial relations being irreversibly damaged whenever a case of 

plagiarism is discovered. And anyway, I wouldn’t want to say 

that all plagiarism is the same. Internet has completely  

transformed modes of creation. We have to find ways of  

anticipating these new practices that are not necessarily wrong, 

but they are damaging when they lead to breaking ties. So, we 

have to be able to distinguish between what we could call crude 

operations and fraudulent manipulations that are dangerous for 

the system.”  

• Jean-Pierre: “Because of course, there is an obligation in our 

work as research professors, and that is we don’t plagiarize. It 

is a basic moral obligation, or you should choose a different job. 

This moral obligation underpins the whole profession. You 

don’t steal other people’s work. That’s it. This absolute convic-

tion is stronger than anything else because it is the basis of our 

world. So I don’t say anything, but if they attack someone who 

has told the truth to make them keep quiet, I get furious. What 

I really can’t stand is injustice. You can’t accuse people who 

tell the truth by exposing plagiarism of acting despicably, and 

you can’t try to ruin their reputation. And even if it has some-

times done me no good, I have never been able to put up with 

that kind of unfairness. You should be able to put people who 

flout the rules in their place without hurting the person who ex-

posed the situation!” 
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Compassion for the Victim 

The first dimension of commitment to combatting plagiarism is com-

passion. This can be traced to “alterity” in Levinas’ sense124.  

Alterity is the recognition of the “other”. It is what makes it possible to 

build ties between individuals. For Levinas, our awareness of the other 

inspires us to compassion. This compassion is not based on choice or 

duty. It is really rooted in our own vulnerability that enables us to  

recognize this same vulnerability in the “other”. Compassion gives rise to 

commitment to supporting the “other”, and the resulting relationship is 

one where the “committed” individual takes on responsibility for support-

ing the “other”.  

It is important not to confuse “compassion” with “commiseration”. 

Commiseration is an emotional reaction that often leads people to side 

with the “underdog”, even if this underdog is a guilty party. Compassion 

on the other hand derives from taking a step back and being truly respon-

sible. Nothing and nobody can diminish the consequences of our action – 

or inaction. Being responsible means taking responsibility both for what 

we do and for what we do not do. 

An ally of compassion is solidarity. But the two are not the same. The 

following verbatim illustrates the dilemma of a respondent for whom so-

cial ties imply solidarity: 

“The first reason I would not make an accusation could be close 

social ties with a colleague. It could be a friend or an old  

classmate. I would then find myself in a terrible dilemma and there 

would be a huge temptation to do nothing.” 

The respondent below, on the other hand, is truly compassionate and 

is seeking justice: 

 
124 Lévinas E., op. cit. 
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“Unlike you and I, Plagiarists split reality in two, so that they do 

not see what they have actually understood because it is too  

painful to look. They know they are culprits but they speak as if 

they are not. If they cannot manage to maintain their position, they 

will lose others’ esteem or love. This is where such people may 

well fall apart.” 

In committing to combat plagiarism, responsibility demands that the 

plagiarist too, be given a hearing. “The author must be guaranteed a hear-

ing before the authority that imposes the sanctions before any  

decision is made. The book can be withdrawn from the market if  

necessary”. A fair investigation is the first step towards a healing  

process where both sides of such plagiarists’ split reality can meet. Mak-

ing plagiarists in denial see the facts is often the only way to put them on 

the road to (self) recovery. 

Preserving the Academic Ideal 

A second dimension of commitment against plagiarism is an  

academic ideal that implies agape – a synonym of affection and love that 

is totally disinterested and altruistic. Here, taking action against  

plagiarism is not simply a normed response to the system. It is  

motivated by an intellectual and pedagogical impulse triggered by the fear 

that the current system of knowledge transfer will disappear if  

plagiarism is not halted by common action.  

“The fight against plagiarism requires a shared impulsion to do 

something involving the whole academic community. Doing noth-

ing means encouraging delinquents to go even further until, ulti-

mately, there is organized theft of most intellectual creation with 

a feeling of total impunity.” 
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This verbatim shows the humanism that is shared throughout the  

academic system.  

“Professors must be irreproachable in their use of sources,  

especially when they are teaching. Even providing a dictionary 

definition or a critical note without citing the source is letting peo-

ple think that it is all right to plagiarize.” 

Those who commit to integrity in the name of this academic ideal de-

vote much time to it – time that they might otherwise spend doing their 

own research. This gift of time is rooted in the charity  

recommended by all monotheist religions. Charity is one of the three the-

ological virtues of moral Christian action, as the Zakât is the third pillar 

of Islam and the Hebrew Tsedaquah is a Mitzvah (religious  

obligation). In this way, academics give their time to co-construct 

knowledge, whether by supervising their doctoral students or in various 

administrative or pedagogical meetings. They thus accept to give their 

time disinterestedly to prevent plagiarist behavior:  

“It is not a question of nailing this one or that one to the pillory, 

but of keeping a lookout, as much as possible, especially when 

everything is digital. It is to make sure that the University is in the 

hands of researchers worthy of the name, who pass on authentic 

knowledge to future generations. We don’t want to see it in the 

hands of frauds who would leave contaminated knowledge to the 

next generations, finally destroying our collective memory.” 

Furthermore, when academics are highly motivated by this  

dimension, they commit to it long-term. Their favorite posture is that of 

mediator, where they attempt to make each party face his or her  

responsibilities. If mediation is refused, they do not hesitate to denounce 

the guilty party, hoping that formal sanctions will ensue.  

These academics have strong personal principles. They have often 

been hurt by the very system they defend, and their analyses and actions 
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reflect their investment in long-term consequences rather than immediate 

reactions. They are convinced that some people who expose others may 

lose the fight, to the point of having to give up their own passion for re-

search, or even their careers:  

“Because I exposed anti-ethical behavior, I was stigmatized  

inside the institution and risked not being able to continue with my 

career... academic life has become a political game where morality 

and science are no longer the priorities.” 

 In this situation, if they cannot change the strategy and culture to con-

form with their own, or if they are not supported by the management of 

their organization, such people generally prefer to give up the “fight”.  

Social Ties  

This dimension of respondents’ commitment against plagiarism  

relates to the social ties that plagiarism severs. Mauss’125 principle of rec-

iprocity (gift and counter-gift) generates social ties that reconcile the in-

dividualistic and holistic perspectives. The principle is based on a logic 

of the gift as a total social fact that includes interpersonal as well as polit-

ical and economic dimensions. In this context, the gift is the knowledge 

received from previous generations. Our role as academics is to accept 

this gift, rework it and feed it back into the common stream of ideas, im-

proved by our contribution. This view transcends individual interests. 

Many of those committed to combatting plagiarism consider it as a “total 

social fact” in Mauss’ sense, almost like a battle for civilization:  

“The academic world lives mainly (and not just as a sideline) from 

the exchange of ideas. The ‘give and take’ should not of course be 

formalized nor reduced to the present moment. This freedom must 

 
125 Mauss M. (1967), The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic So-

cieties, Norton Library. 
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be based on mutual recognition among authors (in the broadest 

sense, that is, even during a discussion), otherwise our academic 

world is in danger of extinction.” 

Inside their respective groups of faculty, discipline association etc., 

researchers subscribe to a shared view of appropriate behavior – in other 

words, a view of right and wrong. Researchers try to mantain the group 

intact by protecting members. The result is that often, they act in  

solidarity with their group even if there is a case of plagiarism in the ranks. 

However, this attitude may not be shared by all, and can lead to disagree-

ments that may degenerate into splits within the group, resulting in differ-

ent “clans” even within the same institution or laboratory. This verbatim 

points out the ambiguous nature of these postures of solidarity:  

“If nobody asks me, I‘m not going to create the problems myself. 

My behavior can be explained, probably… to safeguard my  

university institution’s credibility: a plagiarist brings discredit on 

the institution…which also discredits me as employee of that in-

stitution.” 

To escape from such dilemmas, those acting from the dimension of 

social ties have to take a step back from the system. Those who think 

along the lines of academic social ties understand the long-term damage 

inflicted by plagiarists who are allowed to act inside the system with no 

fear of punishment. These actors often get involved because they have 

come face to face with cases of flagrant scientific fraud or plagiarism. 

Others become aware of the problem when they themselves are victims 

of opportunistic exploitation by others with whom they have shared their 

work. To overcome their disillusion, these academics focus on seeking a 

positive dynamic for the system as a whole. This leads them to invest less 

in interpersonal relations and more in the implementation of  

appropriate procedures: 
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“The thing is to see it in perspective so that social ties are not bro-

ken forever each time plagiarism comes to light. Then,  

I wouldn’t want all behaviors to be on an equal footing. Academic 

society needs to find its bearings and weigh up the level of the 

offense.” 

Social Justice or Equal Treatment 

People who are motivated by an ideal of social justice are the most 

actively engaged against plagiarism because they are disgusted by the in-

equalities of the academic system. This sense of revolt is exacerbated 

when they see plagiarists who inflate their CV’s thanks to undeserved 

publications and then obtain positions and promotions more easily:  

“A colleague told me: ‘Einstein plagiarized, so why shouldn’t our 

friend X’ ? It’s true that Einstein stole from Poincaré without ever 

citing him. But my colleague’s remark says it all, because  

Einstein did not destroy young researchers’ careers by stealing 

their work, or invent data to be published before other more  

conscientious and slower researchers.” 

This respondent might also have replied to her colleague that  

Einstein is credited with saying: “The world will not be destroyed by evil 

doers, but by those who look on and do nothing”. 

Research is an economic activity. It is therefore not surprising that the 

income gaps among researchers, laboratories and universities is growing 

in this age of reliance on rankings and other quantifiable  

indices. It is also true that scientific fraud or plagiarism are often  

committed when substantial funding is at stake. Academics motivated by 

social justice are revolted when they suspect elites of colluding in “sacri-

ficing” certain actors for the benefit of others. They call on elites to be 

responsible: “The code of silence and complicity is a disgrace in itself. 
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You might call this the culture of nothingness”. Rawls126 suggests limiting 

the perverse effects of this selfish utilitarian logic by  

redistributing resources and thus reducing inequalities. The principle of 

equity would result in a social ethic where individual and collective actors 

would be willing to compensate for the effects of life’s randomness on 

individuals and social groups. Although in academia this “willingness” 

may not be very frequent, its advocates are a very vocal minority.  

Actors calling for social justice are highly motivated. They act inside 

their institutions to expose delinquents and set up procedures to deal with 

them. If nobody listens to them, or if the risk is too great, they do not 

remain silent, but gather evidence, write blogs or send petitions to the 

authorities: 

“We had to keep on trying, we were extreme and threatened to let 

the cat out of the bag. I didn’t want to do that because I didn’t want 

to compromise an investigation. After a long procedure, the au-

thorities ended up throwing out the guilty party. On the other hand, 

the University never made a public statement about it.” 

What those who seek above all to identify the guilty party rarely ask, 

is how to systematically expose institutional practices – rather than indi-

vidual behavior. Indeed, many who begin as whistle-blowers become 

“plagiarist hunters”. It is hard to persuade such people that getting rid of 

one plagiarist will not eliminate plagiarism. They usually reply, “You 

have to publish the names of plagiarists, scare people, show everyone 

what they risk if they commit fraud”. 

This attitude results in many bloggers copying the techniques of the 

press: they name names and describe the cases of fraud they discover. In 

the box below you will find the story of a French blogger. His  

leitmotiv was that he was not accusing individuals but the symbols of 

power. Initially, most people considered him a traitor in a culture where  

 
126 Rawls J. (1971), A Theory of Justice, Harvard: University Press. 
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professional secrecy is predominant. This obliged him to go even  

further. Today what he does is accepted practice:  

“Frankly, I wonder about the psychological basis of this  

obsession. But I can’t deny that he is absolutely right, both for the 

prosecution of these affairs and for the incredible tolerance uni-

versity authorities show in this regard.” 

 

A Modern Tale  

Jean-Noël Darde became the scapegoat of his Paris university in  

record time. He was scandalized when he discovered plagiarized  

“token” theses in his department. He told his superiors, convinced that 

the university would take the necessary measures to annul this fake 

research. Nothing of the sort occurred, but quite the opposite. He soon 

had to defend himself from those who wanted just one thing: to keep 

him quiet. 

He then created a blog, “The archaeology of copy-paste”127, and to 

make sure his accusations were based on irrefutable facts, he attacked 

the problem of plagiarized theses. It was a huge undertaking. Right 

from the start, he decided to cite the names of the plagiarists and those 

who protected them. He pointed out facts found in publicly available  

documents.  

This is where the story gets interesting. The university investigated 

the case of the theses he had pointed out. To do so, it created an ethics 

commission that concluded that the case of a plagiarized thesis should 

be dismissed, despite being nearly 100% plagiarized, according to  

Jean-Noël. 128 The question is, why would respectable professors, vice 

chancellors and directors of doctoral programs opt to throw out such a 

case?  

 
127 http://archeologie-copier-coller.com/ Consulted on March 20, 2017. 
128 http://archeologie-copier-coller.com/?p=12559 Consulted on March 20, 2017. 

http://archeologie-copier-coller.com/
http://archeologie-copier-coller.com/?p=12559
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This verdict nevertheless attracted media attention. The result was 

that cases of plagiarism that could have been dealt with discretely and 

confidentially became widely known because of Jean-Noël’s revela-

tions. And the story went on, for he had to defend himself in court 

against a libel suit from the plagiarist’s thesis examiner. The plaintiff 

lost the case. Those who thought plagiarism was only a matter of a 

difference of opinion that could be dealt with by a couple of lawyers, 

began to think otherwise.  

For 10 years Jean-Noël Darde was a whistle-blower who gathered 

solid evidence to help plagiarism victims. He was not shy of calling the 

highest spheres of power into question. However, in the manner of 

many such trail blazers, he “retired” in 2015 when his cause began to 

join the “mainstream”.  

Apathy / Inertia  

A characteristic many people share is their hesitation to join a cause, 

because it is easier to do nothing. People all have an opportunist streak 

that warns them not to waste time with such causes – and this is also true 

of a cause like plagiarism. Nevertheless, many examples show that  

people do engage for a time, when for example, a plagiarism case touches 

on their field of study. Some return to their initial intertia once the event 

is over129, but others remain on the lookout.  

The first component of apathy is non-involvement. This is based on 

the refusal to see one’s close colleagues as plagiarists, which would shed 

doubt on people’s deep beliefs (i.e., my friends cannot be cheats) and is 

related to fear of the unknown. Even when they are well informed about 

a case of plagiarism and asked to contribute because of their role in the 

 
129 Kassarjian H. H. (1981), “Low Involvement. A second look”, Advances in 

Consumer Research, 08, Ed. Kent B. Monroe, Ann Arbor, Association for Con-

sumer Research, pp. 31-34. 
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context (for example, lab director), some people do not want to get 

involved. They consider plagiarism as a natural side product of  

academic creation. “I prefer to keep going. I am pleased that others are 

trying to establish norms to be taught and respected”. The second  

component of apathy is disillusion; this entails thinking that no amount of 

effort will succeed: “In my opinion, plagiarism is because of the  

pressure to publish in the current system. Am I even sure that I have been 

totally accurate in my citations and quotes?”. These people explain that 

the need to publish and the increasing precariousness of research positions 

result in ever stronger pressure on researchers. For them, plagiarism can-

not be fought on an individual scale; they would like the way research is 

carried out to be completely reorganized.  

The third component, the fear of the environment, depends largely on 

context: “I would not accuse a colleague of plagiarism if they were in a 

position where they have a lot of influence: denouncing someone like that 

to the authorities might be the end of me professionally speaking”. Many 

doctoral students and young researchers cite similar reasons. Beyond the 

phenomenon of plagiarism and fraud, the organization itself is at stake. 

The rules of the game are set when bigshots demand allegiance from 

young researchers at the start of their careers. Any attempt to train educa-

tors in integrity is doomed to failure in such a “groupthink” environment. 

The Role of Our International Institute  

For more than ten years, the Internet has completely transformed our 

means of communication. Discussion forums have sprung up  

everywhere instigating debates that are encouraging for bloggers who 

spend much time collecting cases and providing well founded analysis. 

Who would dare to launch a head-on attack against someone who can 

inform tens of thousands of people in two minutes? It is unprecedented 

that power-bloggers give their opinion and engage constructive  

discussions with hundreds or thousands of people. It is no longer a  
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matter of collecting ever more worrysome proofs, but of curating 

information. This means choosing the information that will mean  

something to readers in a hurry130.  

But it is dangerous to let the Web be the medium for dealing with  

affairs intrinsic to academia. Whistle-blowers are essential to cut through 

the system’s rigid red tape, but this type of behavior can quickly get out 

of control if it is not clearly thought through. If the authorities fail to react, 

plagiarists may have their reputations continually tarnished by what may 

be no more than rumors. The International Institute of Research and Ac-

tion on Fraud and Plagiarism in Academia131 results from the research 

community’s wish to see university chancellors and the relevant govern-

ment bodies assume their responsibilities. Their silence provides a plat-

form for those who communicate through the Web and social media. This 

results in excessive reactions that are taken up by the press and whose 

effect is often to punish the plagiarist more than the offense merits. More-

over, an e-reputation as a cheat is preserved for ever. 

The Institute was created with academics from many disciplines and 

many nationalities. Given the danger plagiarism posed to academic 

knowledge, it was necessary to set up a watchdog fit for purpose in to-

day’s world. 

The institute is well acquainted with the numerous stumbling blocks 

inherent to the present system. It proposes mediation as an alternative way 

forward. It points out and explains the immediate and/or potential risks of 

taking one position or another. Conflicts may concern 

individuals (e.g., a person accused of plagiarizing vs. direct victims of 

plagiarism) or be more systemic (e.g., universities vs. editors or  

educational establishments vs civil society.) The Institute also suggests 

lines of analysis that enable each person involved, whatever their 

 
130 There is now a new generation of bloggers. For example in French : 

« Rédaction Médicale et Scientifique » https://www.redactionmedicale.fr/ 
131 https://responsable-academia.org 
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hierarchical status, to seek true solutions rather than just wanting a rapid 

decision. In our experience, such “quick fixes” are unsuited to complex 

individual situations and often result in aggravating problems in the long 

run. 

The Institute is an independent body with academic and scientific ob-

jectives. Its role does not include matters of HR, governance,  

nominations, etc. It never acts for or against the individuals concerned, 

but only refers to the texts or documents that have been plagiarized. The 

Institute functions as a research organization. This means that each case 

is dealt with collaboratively by the Scientific Committee, those working 

on the case and “country advisors” from the countries in question. All 

these parties work towards finding a viable and enduring solution for each 

case. This interaction-based research contributes to creating new 

knowledge that is firmly anchored to current reality.  

An Experiment in Communication  

Why has the Responsable-academia.org project succeeded? 

Because it communicates via performative utterances in the sense of Aus-

tin132. This implies that anyone can put forward a point of view that may 

modify the site’s suggestions, etc. Communication on the site is also gov-

erned by Habermas’133 four rules for normative validity: what is written 

must try to be intelligible, true, accessible and sincere. In other words, the 

language used must be formulated so that it is accessible for all, whatever 

the discipline, and readers must be able to trust the truth and sincerity of 

what is set out. Following Habermas, our ethic is a communicative action 

in continuous reconstruction. 

 

 
132 Austin J. L., op. cit. 
133 Habermas J. (1988), On the Logic of the Social Sciences, Trans. by Nicholsen 

S. W. and Stark J. A., Cambridge MA: The MIT Press. 
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Performative Utterance  

Germaine was hired by a research laboratory to do a series of  

analyses. She made tiresome scientific statements in several fields us-

ing the same method, then wrote a long report that was used for a  

publication on which her name figured in third place. This report was 

subsequently transformed into a series of articles (one per field of 

investigation) and Germaine was disconcerted to discover that her 

name had disappeared from the three articles published and even from 

the acknowledgments. 

She complained to Jean-Jacques, the laboratory director, who  

answered that she had been paid and that he had already done her the 

favor of including her name on the internal report. Germaine asked a 

lawyer to establish her rights and the affair dragged on for months. 

On the advice of a friend, she contacted the Institute. We assessed 

the situation. Jean-Jacques did not seem to be completely devoid of 

morals, but he had not looked closely at the consequences of his  

decisions. For the damage had been done: once an article is published, 

it is difficult to take it back. 

The institute’s utterance: Germaine should ask her University’s  

integrity committee to arbitrate, copying Jean-Jacques. 

The very next day, Germaine received a mail from Jean-Jacques 

apologizing and assuring that her name would appear on all future  

publications. 

 

The Institute functions according to a logic of research interaction. 

This means that a community can discuss a situation and improve through 

a gradual consensus about how to work and “live” together. The associa-

tion also provides social ties at a time when it is not easy for groups or 

individuals to see the best way of taking action. Plagiarism is immediately 

obvious because what is reported verbatim or in tables is factual. The mo-

ments of disclosure are often interactions that transform the parties 
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involved. Head on collision with plagiarism is revealing. The advantage 

in this field is that participants are professors, teachers and students. They 

always submit well organized suggestions and interpretations even when 

they are affected by their emotions.  

The case study method used in the Institute gives a full description of 

the nature of the problem and helps analysts to suggest pragmatic solu-

tions. A basic condition is that files are confidential. This makes it possi-

ble to lift (partly at least) the code of silence. Confidentiality gives the 

Institute access to all the hierarchical levels of educational  

establishments. It allows communication with actors who express  

themselves either as private individuals or on behalf of institutions.  

 

The Case Study Method  

• The case study method is a research strategy focused on  

understanding the dynamics of a specific environment. It adopts 

an “emic” posture to understand the way actors perceive their 

world. It also has an “etic” posture to analyze the fractures or 

tensions of the relations between individuals and the system. 

These two postures result in suggestions for collective action. 

• The case study method is a pedagogical strategy that enables 

learners to discover possible solutions for themselves. These 

solutions are not necessarily the “right” solution, but they are 

acceptable in the situation in question. Case studies enable 

workgroups to discuss ideas freely and result in the emergence 

of consensual proposals134. 

How Does the Institute Create its Case Studies?  

Step 1: Selecting Symptomatic Cases 

The cases submitted are checked to make sure they are relevant to 

those working in academia. For example, a case might deal with fraud 

 
134 Bergadaà, M. (1990), Op. cit. 
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committed by colleagues pointed out on Internet; it might involve the 

work of students who have been convicted of plagiarism trying to ob-

tain qualifications. But it might also deal with threats to whistle-blow-

ers or unsuitable positions taken by institutions. 

Step 2: Dealing with Cases Submitted for Analysis 

The case is then written down in a form suited for research and  

organized into t problem areas. The “plot” – often this comes from a 

poor decision or a mistaken commitment – is laid out so that research-

ers, professors, and students can recognize the situations from their 

own experience of academia. 

Every case in this field of research deals with the tensions due to 

technical, organizational and human factors. Case studies explore the 

underlying implicit knowledge that the protagonists seem to have  

ignored. 

Step 3: Gathering Complementary Information  

Once the case has been proposed for analysis to the community,  

extra information is gathered through the secure electronic mail ser-

vice. Typical extra material consists of personal impressions, extra  

information or tentative solutions. Interaction via this secure mail  

service is simple and allows for each person to react spontaneously. 

Recipients are free to pursue their own investigations with experts if 

they so wish. 

People trust the Institute and each case reads like a detective story. 

This provides the Institute with a wealth of data collected from  

respondents who are both spectators and actors in the case. 

Step 4: Publishing Cases for Teaching Purposes  

Cases are followed up month by month and some result in cases 

being published for teaching. These cases are open to suggestions for 

solutions from subscribers on the site responsible-academia.org. 

The solutions are published on the site. These cases encourage 
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discussion of academic deontology and are much in demand by doc-

toral schools.  

When the Institute gives training courses to doctoral students or to 

those responsible for setting up anti-fraud procedures, mini-cases are used 

to encourage discussion. The Socratic method involving small groups 

reading about real situations requiring decisions to be made  

fosters exchanges of views among participants. These result in the emer-

gence of propositions for solutions. This method is also common to focus 

groups135 that enable data to emerge that would not be possible without 

group interaction. Group interactions can be observed when the group is 

dealing with a given theme. This type of interaction encourages fairly 

spontaneous responses from participants who react rather than reflect. 

The method also facilitates greater involvement in the discussion. 

Glimpses into Actors’ Discussions  

The institute’s data-base includes fifty-five scenes such as those  

presented below. During training sessions, scenes are selected for their 

relevance to the decisional problems of the groups involved. 

Scene N°1: French Author vs. American Editor  

• “Imagine how surprised I was to see that I had been plagiarized 

by two American researchers in an article they published in the  

review X. Their article took word for word one of the principal 

developments in my latest book that had appeared in the US.  

I have the following questions:  

• 1) What should I ask the editor for? A right to respond? Another 

article? It seems unthinkable to leave things as they are. 

• 2) What should be the procedure towards these two researchers? 

Send them a copy of the letter? Ask for compensation? Send the 

 
135 Morgan D. L. (1998), The focus group guide book, Sage publications, Thou-

sand Oaks, London New Delhi. 
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letter to their institutions? In other words, what should I do so 

that this story is not discreetly swept under the carpet? Espe-

cially since it is about a French researcher (myself) who has no 

role in American institutions and who they could easily try to 

silence, unlike these two authors who are well established on 

the American institutional scene.” 

• The editor’s reply (informed by the author): “We of course took

your comments seriously, and asked the authors to give us their

response. They have informed us that they are not familiar with

your work, and have not read the articles you cite. Therefore,

they could not have appropriated your ideas. As I'm sure you

are aware, researchers working in the same field can inde-

pendently develop ideas that reflect common perspectives, out-

comes or conclusions. No doubt that is what has happened

here.”

• Group discussion: what should be done?

Scene N° 2: Masters Student vs. Head of Research 

• “An important subject in academia could be the plagiarism and

theft of students’ data by unscrupulous promotors or professors

who wish to publish, as first authors, work they did not do...

These are my questions: I am a student. To whom do the data

that I myself have collected in the field belong? To whom does

the dissertation I have written belong? When I decide to publish

these data and the text is taken from me, changed a little and

published before me, what solutions do I have available?

• All university regulations that I have read only consider

plagiarism from the bottom up. Where are the regulations that

protect students’ reports, work, dissertations and theses?”

• Here is what the dissertation supervisor replied: “Dear Miss X,

in our laboratory, it is a tradition to supervise Masters

dissertations that enable you to obtain a recognized
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qualification. The data collected belong to the laboratory. On 

that basis, only myself or the assistant who coached you can 

publish.  

Consequently, the publication of a research article based on 

these data is totally disloyal and we therefore oppose your 

‘plans’ to undertake a doctorate and your request for a post as 

assistant” 

• Questions for group discussion: What would you advise the  

student to do? Should one intervene with the thesis director, and 

if so, how? 

Scene N° 3 Author vs. Reviewers of a Scientific Journal 

During a revision process of a very well-known journal, since 

the publication deadlines were particularly long, the plagiarists 

had time to publish their article in a “faster” journal. This article 

therefore came out before mine – several colleagues even  

accused me of plagiarizing!  

• Then the plagiarists submitted the article to the same journal 

where mine was in the process of being reviewed… and I found 

myself reviewing it! which then enabled me to bring up the 

whole affair.  

• What was serious was that certain sentences copied word for 

word in the plagiarized version came from an intermediate  

version during the review that was later eliminated. This proved 

irrefutably that the plagiarism had been committed by one of 

the anonymous reviewers! The plagiarized version of the article 

is still regularly cited. 

• Ever since, I have regretted not having contested the facts, but 

I was a young researcher and the reviewer who had committed 

the plagiarism became a colleague. 
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• Question for group discussion: How can this type of situation

be avoided?

Then it is time for feedback when information becomes 

communication. How can one communicate when one is addressing such 

a varied audience as philosophers, doctors, psychologists, economists, 

doctoral students or university chancellors? Each of these must under-

stand that cases occurring in other disciplines all comprise the same mean-

ing – even if different forms of language are used. The challenge is to 

advance through this multidisciplinary context and to clarify meaning in 

the most factual way possible136. 

After these case study discussions, it is time for feedback amongst 

participants. This is the point where the various present disciplines should 

understand that even when different forms of language are used, the 

meaning is the same. The challenge is to advance through this multidisci-

plinary forest to the “clearing” where facts make the meaning clear. 

136 Peirce C. S. (1977), Semiotics and Significs, Charles Hardwick (ed.), Bloom-

ington and London: Indiana University Press. 





CONCLUSION 

“I would like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking 

the time to analyze our case with me this morning. Your field of 

research is quite simply fascinating!”137 

Since 11 September 2001, we are no longer sure that our civilization 

is on the right track. The events of that day turned the world as we knew 

it upside down. Everything changed at the beginning of this century. In-

ternet has helped fanatics to wage war against our civilization, 

obliging States and institutions to cooperate. The Internet has also had 

immense consequences for our civilization in terms of knowledge: it has 

given plagiarism the opportunity to infiltrate academic production like 

never before.  

As we have seen in this book, the fight against plagiarism is not an 

easy one. However, despite some authors and researchers take risks that 

endanger them as individuals and the academic community as a whole, 

there is no excuse for inaction, for as Cicero said: “He who does not pre-

vent evil encourages it”. 

However, many people question this attitude: what can individuals do 

against the liberal economics that measures the value of academic “pro-

duction” with the impact factor and the H index? It is true that this causes 

tensions inside academia because an institution’s performance has to be 

137 Verbatim of a respondent to one of our surveys, anonymous as are all the others 

in this book, unless otherwise mentioned. 
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justified in terms of national and international competition; and it is true 

that all this is fed by a financial logic that has nothing to do with tradi-

tional academic values. Laboratories and researchers are obliged to seek 

productivity, for their budgets and bonuses are allocated according to their 

rate of production. This means that the ways researchers’ competences 

are recognized and rewarded have changed. These new practices have 

confused our institutions and academic associations and they wonder if it 

is worth getting involved in fighting the growth of plagiarism that these 

new rules of “production” encourage: 

“From returning favors, complicity and sometimes the fear of 

weakening a university’s reputation in the eyes of the population 

and future students, all the problems that you mention, one of 

which is plagiarism, are on the table. Should we then subject these 

processes to judgment? Should we create plagiarist or fraud 

squads, like in the police? Or should we ask rather about the  

reasons behind these delinquent behaviors?” 

In this book, I decided to understand the phenomenon so that I could 

take action. I therefore chose to take the perspective of actors in 

academia, not only plagiarists or victims, but also witnesses or decision 

makers dealing with plagiarism. The problems surrounding plagiarism 

are, of course, found in the context of our academic institutions, our fields 

of study and our social and legal structures. The diagram below summa-

rizes our analytic model that sees the phenomenon as a “total social fact” 

in Mauss’ sense. 
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Fig. 9: The real impact of plagiarism 

The first actor is the plagiarist whose behavior has dramatic 

consequences in terms of human suffering and because of its impact on 

knowledge. In this book, I explain how, in theory, any individual should 

be able to bring any plagiarist before the authorities so that the offense 

can be appropriately punished. For this to happen, we need to stop 

describing all plagiarists as if they are the same and seeking to give them 

the same punishment. Instead, we need to learn to assess the type of be-

havior at work in each case. This means that everyone must know how to 

deal with plagiarist behavior on both individual and institutional levels 

(whether the offense has been committed by oneself, one’s close col-

leagues or outside organizations). This also implies being able to assess 

cases of fraud rapidly. It is then necessary to learn how to draw up charters 

of integrity and clarify the procedures for dealing with plagiarism. Today, 

one of the problems is the large variety of ways that different institutions 

take to tackle the problem. It is unjust that in some 

institutions, inveterate plagiarists are never bothered, while in others, less 

serious offenders may lose their position.  
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Our commitment may seem utopian, especially if we listen to the  

reactions of some university chancellors or rectors. Some refuse to take 

action if the offense relates to a professor or researcher from their  

university, while at the same time, they claim to be ruthlessly combatting 

student plagiarism. Fortunately, there are also small teams of volunteer 

researchers who collaborate in putting together evidence of some of their 

colleagues’ fraudulent publications. Other academic peers whose solid 

reputation means that their careers are not under threat, volunteer to bring 

these cases up with the appropriate authorities. For the last few years, 

some heads of institutions have taken courageous measures. Dealing 

firmly with cases brought before them, they set up commissions to inves-

tigate and pronounce sanctions in a timely fashion. In an even clearer ex-

ample, in 2015, one French University chancellor wrote a complaint di-

rectly to his counterpart in another French-speaking institution. He was 

defending one of the professors from his university who had been plagia-

rized by a professor in his counterpart’s university. With such leadership, 

procedures become transparent: both the plaintiffs and the guilty party can 

access the facts and all parties are able to have their say regarding who 

should be in the investigation commission. 

The second component of our model is the act of plagiarism itself. 

This affects all fields of study. It is found in publications that will be read 

and referred to, or not read but cited. Plagiarism turns academia on its 

head and damages the scientific journals’ fundamental role of  

qualifying authors and stocking the canons of research. In the race for 

productivity, the citation index is a performance indicator that boosts pla-

giarism like EPO boosts sporting performance. It is true that more and 

more researchers protest against this subversion of academic values. They 

stand up to defend true research against those who think of science as a 

competitive game scored in numbers of A or A+ publications. These hon-

est authors criticize those for whom research is no more than a competi-

tion and who look on authors with an aptitude for true research as a 
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personal threat. Ideally, we would be able to eliminate the cause of the 

deviant behavior that is undermining our knowledge society. But how do 

we stop this race for the citation index that generates competitive rather 

than collaborative behavior? Good intentions have no impact – or very 

little – on the predominant way of thinking. All authors know perfectly 

well about the conventions of publishing, and they are somewhat cynical 

about plagiarist behavior. 

Unfortunately, at the moment, there are more words about the 

supervision of academic research and publishing than there are deeds. In 

other words, there is plenty of discourse, but as yet, little in terms 

measures that are enforceable by law. Nevertheless, there has been some 

progress. France, for example, has just embarked on a common national 

policy for scientific integrity.138 The Swiss Academies of Sciences and 

Arts integrity directives139 call for a controlling body that would be able 

to investigate cases and apply sanctions. These are the other principles 

according to the American Office for Research Integrity (ORI) (honesty, 

accuracy, efficacy and objectivity) or the Italian National Council of Re-

search (dignity, responsibility, equity, righteousness, diligence). To our 

knowledge, only Luxembourg140 and Quebec141 have a centralized organ-

ization to deal with individual cases of lack of integrity. But is a little early 

to know how effective these organizations are in practice.  

The same problem exists in scientific journals. Indeed, there are 

important guidelines such as those set out by the Committee on 

Publication Ethics or COPE142, a forum for editors of scientific journals 

to discuss all aspects of ethical publishing.  

138 https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/download/pdf/circ?id=41955 
139 https://api.swiss-academies.ch/site/assets/files/4411/richtlinien_integrita
_t_en.pdf 

140 https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/commu-

niques/2015/04-avril/23-structure-recherche.html 

141 http://www.frq.gouv.qc.ca/conduite-responsable 
142 https://publicationethics.org/ 
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Moreover, COPE also proposes guidelines for dealing with  

complaints about plagiarism. But some academic associations and  

scientific journals find it difficult to take the plunge, demonstrating once 

again the many varying attitudes towards plagiarism inside the small 

world of academic associations and publishing. However, we should not 

be surprised, for as pointed out above, this variety in attitudes is also 

found in university chancellors and institutional directors. Some seem to 

consider that taking action is fighting a losing battle:  

“Using plagiarized articles or citing it in a research article does not 

actually harm science. However, it does, of course, contribute to 

promoting those who cheat. But who, nowadays has time to scru-

pulously check the content of an article? Of course, over the years, 

excellent research results will end up being known, but publishing 

is likely to succumb to the mass of mediocre articles that are uno-

riginal, redundant or even plain wrong; this is even more likely 

with online self-publishing. New models that show up this poor 

research, that evaluate it and filter it, are urgently needed.” 

Now it is time to talk about our main victim – the person whose work 

is plagiarized. It is always astonishing to see that the damage  

plagiarism does to victims personally is barely acknowledged.  

Plagiarism breaches the personal integrity of one or several authors. The 

theft of authorship is often a devastating experience resulting in victims 

feeling they have been symbolically reduced to non-existence. It is also 

strange that far from being recognized as victims by the social and legal 

authorities, these authors are expected to file a personal complaint: the 

plagiarized victim must publicly bring the acts of plagiarism before the 

courts. We should recall that a student whose Masters dissertation is pla-

giarized is not asked to file a complaint in order for the guilty party to be 

punished. However, in general, this text is not meant to be read by anyone 

but the student’s supervisor. It is true that a Masters dissertation is re-

quired to earn an academic qualification; scientific articles or books, on 
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the other hand, are “only” part of an academic career. This situation seems 

quite illogical, not to say unfair.  

It is worth asking our peers in leadership positions why they do not 

protest that academia is subject to a law that is completely unfit for pur-

pose regarding academic plagiarism? Moreover, victims who choose to 

speak out are often faced with threats and intimidation. The most common 

is to threaten those who claim their rights with libel suits. This threat is 

hardly sustainable against proven plagiarism, but at the International In-

stitute for Research and Action on Academic Fraud and Plagiarism we are 

often contacted by victims who are very anxious after being threatened in 

this way. If we allow such intimidation to take hold, we know that plagia-

rists will have plenty of time to benefit from their misconduct, for legal 

proceedings can take years. The result is that plagiarized authors and their 

witnesses are victims twice over. Directors of our higher education insti-

tutions should remember the words of Desmond Tutu: “If you remain neu-

tral in an unjust situation, you choose to side with the oppressor”. 

We should also recall that it is impossible to modify a plagiarized the-

sis once it has been officially submitted. It can be declared null, but in all 

countries, this involves an extremely complex procedure. Consequently, 

plagiarized authors will continue to be plagiarized as long as academic 

archives exist. The fact is that all those doctoral students who do honest 

research suffer collateral damage from a system that allows usurpers to 

benefit from university positions that they do not deserve. Unfortunately, 

some heads of doctoral schools, laboratories or institutions can see no fur-

ther than their own cultural universe: 

“In our world, where everyone is stressed out and everything has 

to be done so quickly, we should give supervisors the benefit of 

the doubt, hoping that they will notice any serious consequences 

of their negligence”. 
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But this negligence also lies with institutional leaders: it is indeed neg-

ligent to ignore the current transformation in knowledge and not to clarify 

the protocols that henceforth govern academic integrity.  

For too long, we have tolerated “friendly” agreements in order to 

avoid withdrawing theses and articles, or pulping books. This is neither 

more nor less than complicity with cheating knowledge, as is recruiting  

researchers whose CVs have been artificially “pumped up” by 

plagiarism and self-plagiarism. It is a rather basic calculation: the day that, 

in a given field, the number of people in powerful positions  

resulting from plagiarized publications, outnumbers those with solid aca-

demic values, we will have lost the battle and knowledge will go into  

recession. Complicit recruitment of plagiarists among the faculty is also 

dishonest towards students, for how can such professors transmit values 

that they themselves have not acquired? And how can we be sure of their 

true intellectual worth? Acting responsibly towards “token” theses begins 

by asking what should happen to their authors. They will  

certainly not all leave academia of their own accord! And even if they did, 

why would civil society want PhDs who are ill-trained and who have ac-

quired deviant behavior?  

When working on the plagiarist - plagiarism - plagiarized trilogy, I 

met many people who opposed my determination to put plagiarism at the 

heart of academic debate. This did not surprise me, given that I was con-

fronting problems of deviance inside a universe that was something of a 

closed shop. I put up with veiled hints from lenient peers who  

refused to get involved in plagiarism files and who kept referring to indi-

vidual morals. I encountered big shots in various fields who were worried 

that their law of silence would be broken and their secrets  

posted on the Internet for all to see. Their power – that often consists of 

complicity with colleagues’ errors – is overthrown by this medium where 

everything is displayed for all to see. However, what I found the most 

surprising was the “moral high ground” attitude of those who  
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demand that their version of morality should be an ethical imperative ap-

plicable to all. These people have no conception of the underlying con-

textual situation of cases of plagiarism. They blamed me because of my 

adamant refusal to denounce disclosed plagiarists by name. They behave 

like extremists of the ethics of conviction.143 

In fact, none of these people seem to understand that the opening up 

of systems enabled by the Internet has irreversibly changed the rules of 

our game. They have a hard time admitting that they only possess the 

competences of their past, and they are not willing to forge those of our 

future. 

These moralizers have certainly managed to bog our system down. 

The reason is simple: they avoid each other as far as they can on  

examining boards, academic commissions or editorial boards of  

scientific journals or books. So why don’t we stop blaming each other and 

talk to each other instead? I invite any director of an academic  

institution reading these lines to estimate the percentage of plagiarism in 

his/her university’s theses between 2005-2015. Let me know the result 

and let’s work together. I am likewise ready to take up the challenge with 

any editor in chief of a scientific journal who would care to check every 

article submitted to the journal over the same period. Today,  

similarity detection software is hailed as a savior by all these parties. 

However, this software mainly serves to help plagiarists see how they can 

avoid being caught using simple or relatively complex techniques to cover 

themselves. This is how plagiarism has become a clandestine activity, and 

it is gaining territory every day. 

However, I have dealt with many more allies than opponents. I have 

met plenty of people of good will who are prepared to attempt what today 

seems hard to achieve: to put authentic knowledge back at the heart of our 

 
143 See Weber’s proposals on the difference between ethics of conviction and eth-

ics of responsibility (which I refer to throughout this work), 1963, Le savant et le 

politique, Paris, Editions 10/18. 
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system of scientific knowledge. These partners act as anonymous experts 

and spend time collecting solid evidence. Others choose to speak out in a 

society that remains ill-informed or where it seems difficult to know who 

to approach without risk. My greatest pleasure has come from being in 

contact with brilliant and generous minds for over ten years. Most of my 

correspondents are well-known researchers who resist the temptation to 

remain in the comfort zone of their own fields – instead, they are part of 

a multidisciplinary collaborative effort. Today these people play an active 

role in the International Institute for Research and Action on Academic 

Fraud and Plagiarism. 

If we want to overcome the ambiguities that surround the topic of pla-

giarism today, we must accept that attitudes are always changing in re-

sponse to our changing environment: plagiarism in its current form has 

come about with the major transformation in our ways of producing and 

disseminating knowledge. As for the transmission of knowledge, it is 

written into our constant values of integrity. We need to insist that the 

norms of assessing knowledge are respected, and we need to treat those 

who deviate from such norms fairly. But above all, we need to be 

realistic: 

“Researchers with long lists of publications are either highly  

gifted, or they are impostors who know exactly how to play the 

system. I think that most people often act in good faith, but they 

get caught up in a spiral without realizing it, and by the time they 

realize it, it’s too late to go back.” 

No, it is never too late! Far from it! We should recognize that,  

besides its dangers, the Internet offers enormous potential to generate new 

knowledge combinations from fields that were formerly compartmental-

ized. There are hopes that new knowledge can be born from such combi-

nations. Information and communication technologies transform the way 

people learn and formulate research questions. This questioning should 

not be “What can we do to avoid plagiarism?” But rather “What have we 
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failed to do to prevent plagiarists from infiltrating our system and spread-

ing their practices?”. The technological advances of the 21st century en-

able us to be far more universalist researchers than was possible in the 

20th century. Ouractions in fighting plagiarism are essentially humanist. 

Too many rumors have broken innocent people or upset those who have 

been unfairly stigmatized well beyond the seriousness of the offenses they 

committed. Any fight against something as serious as plagiarism must rest 

on the fundamental precautionary principle – in other words, one is inno-

cent until proven guilty. We should not be afraid of questioning our own 

actions and taking responsibility for our shared views. Today, many of us 

are ready to take action and speak out, and this raises hopes for the future 

of our academic system. 

 





 

APPENDIX 

 

EXPERT ASSESSMENT OF PLAGIARISM  

“Just like any other offense: plagiarism should be punished. How-

ever, we must also consider the actions of the person who exposes 

the plagiarist. Are the consequences of this exposure in proportion 

to the offense? Is the offender in a vulnerable position? Does the 

seriousness of the offense warrant punishment? I think that in this 

situation, judgement should be reasonable. It should be rigorous 

and responsible, not dictatorial.”144 

When people ask the International Institute for Research and Action 

on Fraud and Plagiarism in Higher Education and Research to intervene 

in a case of plagiarism, it is usually because attempts to find an amicable 

solution have failed. We therefore often intervene in antagonistic  

situations, after many discussions, arguments and confrontations  

between the parties have soured the atmosphere. The institute is not a 

judge; it is an independent scientific academic body. It does not intervene 

in matters of HR, governance, academic appointments, etc. It never inter-

venes on behalf of the individuals involved, but only with regard to texts 

or documents that have been plagiarized.  

 

 

 
144 Verbatim from a respondent to our surveys. The entry is anonymous as are all 

others presented throughout this book. 



250 Academic Plagiarism: Understanding It to Take Responsible Action 
 

Our protocol consists of six steps:  

• Step 1: using plagiarism detection software  

• Step 2: how plagiarists work  

• Step 3: establishing proof  

• Step 4: the plagiarist’s specific “signature”  

• Step 5: the consequences of plagiarism  

• Step 6: conclusion 

Step One: Using Plagiarism Detection Software  

The people who request our assistance provide the relevant texts. Our 

first task is to run these through similarity detection software.  

There are many misconceptions about this software. The most  

common is that if the software fails to prove plagiarism, the plagiarist has 

nothing to fear from the law. This assertion is often made by  

plagiarists who are in denial and do not wish to face a formal  

investigation. In fact, the software’s negative results do not mean that pla-

giarism was not committed. Plagiarists have complex ways of  

operating that in some circumstances make their offense impossible for 

current software to detect.  

Contrary to common belief, similarity detecting software does not 

provide formal or quantified proof of plagiarism. It only gives a  

percentage of similarity between the analyzed document and the sources 

it finds on the Internet. Only an expert in the field can determine the point 

at which “similarity” becomes “plagiarism”. An analysis by software can 

never be used immediately as proof of plagiarism. 

Even if such software has a deterrent effect on a massive increase in 

fraud, it should not be considered as a substitute for expert opinion on the 

plagiarism of suspected authors. Nevertheless, this software is useful for 

experts for it often gives a glimpse of the presumed plagiarist’s method. 
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The table below summarizes the relative usefulness of this software in 15 

cases the Institute dealt with.  

 

How Useful is Plagiarism Detection Software?  

The table below summarizes 15 cases examined over the last six 

months of 2015. It shows the relative usefulness of similarity detec-

tion software. In 50% of cases, the software was inadequate or inef-

fective. 

Field Usefulness  Comments 

Case 1: 

Medicine   

Plagiarism 

detected 

and proved  

A high % of plagiarism detected be-

cause it was mostly plagiarized ver-

batim. 

Case 2: 

Law 

Plagiarism 

proved  

A high % of plagiarism detected be-

cause it was mostly plagiarized ver-

batim in French  

Case 3: 

History 

Plagiarism 

detected  

A high % of plagiarism detected be-

cause it was mostly plagiarized ver-

batim in English. However, the 

large number of sources and the 

time lapse involved regarding all the 

disputed texts made further exami-

nation very time-consuming even 

with the software’s help. 

Case 4: 

IT  

Plagiarism 

detected  

A high % of plagiarism detected be-

cause it was mostly plagiarized ver-

batim. Nevertheless, the software 

did not detect the plagiarized dia-

grams and tables.  
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Case 5: 

History 

Plagiarism 

detected  

The software detected a % of plagia-

rism on another source that was in-

correctly cited. An examination by 

an expert in the field discovered 

other fraud (invented data, false 

field studies, etc.)  

Case 6: 

Law 

Plagiarism 

detected  

The software detected the sources of 

plagiarism but an expert in the field 

had to do the analysis “by hand”. 

The text was full of paraphrases 

from several source authors.          

Case 7: 

Management 

Two differ-

ent soft-

wares used. 

Some pla-

giarism de-

tected  

The software’s result had to be re-

fined: a specialist had to analyze the 

text to complete the corpus of the 

plagiarized texts. Some plagiarized 

passages were separated by several 

sentences or were not in the same or-

der as in the original article. Never-

theless, it was mostly plagiarized 

verbatim.  

Case 8: 

Economics 

Two soft-

wares used. 

No signifi-

cant results: 

very low 

rate of simi-

larity  

Plagiarist method: ambiguous cita-

tion to camouflage what was the au-

thor’s own text and what came from 

plagiarized sources. This method 

combined with using occasional dis-

guises (use of synonyms/para-

phrases/ change in verb tense) is 

hard for software to detect.  

Case 9: 

Geology 

Inconclu-

sive results  

The plagiarism consisted of transla-

tions of documents, camouflaged 
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figures and tables that similarity de-

tection software cannot detect. 

Case 10: 

Sociology 

Inconclu-

sive results   

Plagiarist’s method: taking others’ 

ideas and paraphrasing them, but 

mostly self-plagiarism.  

Case 11: 

Anthropology 

Software  

ineffective  

Translation and/or paraphrase of a 

text in French into English: not de-

tectable by software.   

Case 12: 

Literature  

Software  

ineffective 

The plagiarized books and articles 

are not accessible on the Internet or 

only via a paying service. In such 

cases the software gives no result.  

Case 13: 

Finance 

Software  

ineffective  

Plagiarist’s method: translation of 

French to English of part of the the-

sis. Copy/paste of some tables and 

manipulation or changing results for 

others. The software is ineffective 

when plagiarism is by translation or 

copying tables. 

Case 14: 

Anthropology 

Software  

ineffective  

Plagiarist’s method: translation 

from French to English/plagiarism 

verbatim and paraphrase. Apart 

from verbatim plagiarism, these 

procedures are not detected by sim-

ilarity detection software. 

Case 15: 

Geography 

Software  

ineffective  

Plagiarist’s method: manipulation 

of maps and tables and modification 

of photos. Software does not take 

these into account. 
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Step Two: How Plagiarists Work 

In his study on students’ “unconscious plagiarism”, the philosopher 

Lagueux145 proposed a taxonomy of plagiarist’s methods. The author ob-

served four distinct types of plagiarism: 1) Plagiarism in the strict sense 

of the term; 2) Rather crude camouflage techniques; 3) More  

sophisticated camouflage techniques, and 4) Parasite texts that use essen-

tial lexical items from an author’s text. We adapted this taxonomy for our 

expert assessments of cases of plagiarism. We thus describe the  

plagiarists’ methods according to a taxonomy that we have refined it in 

the light of our assessments over time.  

Our focus is not on counting the instances of plagiarism in a book or 

article. We are instead trying to find out the procedures plagiarists use that 

determine their behavior. Our analyses of cases have resulted in five pla-

giarizing “methods”, given that the same plagiarist can use several meth-

ods. When our analysts send us back the texts they have worked on, we 

already have a good idea of what method has probably been used. But 

confirmation only comes later, in the third step of our protocol.  

Method 1: Barely Concealed Repetition of Text 

The main techniques are: 1) Verbatim or copy-paste plagiarism of one 

or several sentences or expressions, no inverted commas and no sources 

cited; 2) Translating texts from another language, no inverted commas 

and no sources cited; 3) Summarizing a text without citing the author. 

However, in these three cases, the plagiarist may cite the source author 

but incorrectly or in the wrong place, for example just  

before the plagiarized passage. Readers then think that what follows is a 

 
145 Lagueux M., 1983, Un défi pour la pédagogie universitaire : le plagiat incons-

cient, PEDAGOGIQUES, Revue de pédagogie de l’enseignement supérieur, 4, 1, 

pp. 97-103. 

http://classiques.uqac.ca/%20%0bcontemporains/lagueux_maurice/defi_pour_pedagogie_universitaire/%20pour_pedagogie_universitaire.html
http://classiques.uqac.ca/%20%0bcontemporains/lagueux_maurice/defi_pour_pedagogie_universitaire/%20pour_pedagogie_universitaire.html
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development from the original, whereas it is simply a (barely) disguised 

copy. 

Method 2: Concealing Plagiarism Using Simple or More Complex 

Techniques or a Combination of These  

When plagiarists do not cite the source author (or only 

incorrectly), they use this method to allay any suspicion of plagiarism. 

The main techniques are: 1) shortening the original text, using synonyms, 

alternating verbatim plagiarism and paraphrases; 2) changing the order of 

words, expressions, sentences or phrases; 3) incorporating a footnote into 

the main text (or the reverse), occasionally adding comments of one’s 

own, making discreet changes to original figures (for example, 1850 

changed to 1849), changing tenses, mode or voice of verbs, changing neg-

ative to affirmative, or interrogative and permutations of these; 4) citing 

erroneous sources. 

We should mention that this method has increased with the free avail-

ability of similarity detection software: presumed plagiarists (see chapter 

2) use this software to ward off potential accusations by modifying the 

sentences the software identifies as suspect.  

Method 3: Using Sophisticated Camouflage Techniques  

Other techniques can be added to those already listed in methods 1 

and 2. These are more sophisticated and intentionally make plagiarism 

very difficult to detect. Here, the plagiarist composes a mosaic with vari-

ous “ingredients”. A common device is to create a patchwork text, about 

one page long. This page contains extracts from texts of several different 

source authors; it may also be made up of passages from the same author, 

but taken from very different parts of the original text.  

A variation is to use a continuous text from a source author, splitting 

it up into small chunks that are scattered throughout the plagiarized 
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version. Another possibility is to combine these chunks with those from 

another source author. This fabrication of elements that are decontextual-

ized and detached from their original logic, results in a clumsy text that 

may be obscure, partially incoherent, or even incomprehensible. 

Method 4: Stealing a Famous Author’s Ideas/Expression  

This type of plagiarism may run the length of a whole book. The pla-

giarist copies or paraphrases a famous author whose style and train of 

thought he/she has fully assimilated. This sometimes large-scale identical 

reproduction fails to indicate the source author or reference the school of 

thought or the model copied in any way. The plagiarist simply refers to 

the ideas he/she expresses as “Bourdieusian” or “Popperian”. 

Method 5: Stealing Other Data 

This method is practiced in all fields, but it is especially common in 

the so-called “hard” sciences. It consists of stealing all sorts of data that 

are not “literature” in the broadest sense of the term. Among these data 

are: 1) demonstrations, developments, passages written according to spe-

cific languages (mathematics, physics, chemistry, etc.); 2) diagrams, 

curves, graphs, tables, maps, illustrations, drawings, photographs, etc. 

Disguise techniques such as those used in methods 1-3 can also be used. 

The source author is not cited. 

Step Three: Establishing Proof  

Only experts in the field can establish proof of plagiarism by making 

tables such as the one reproduced below. The institute’s scientific  

consultants provide technical assistance for drawing up these tables. Since 

it is impossible to be exhaustive, the expert makes occasional “plunges” 

into the plagiarized book or text, extracting plagiarism samples that are 
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compared with samples from the original texts. The comparison tables are 

divided in to three columns: two compare the plagiarized and original ver-

sions of the text and the third gives the methods of plagiarism used and 

any other remarks. We should add the following information: 

• The table must contain a sufficient number of samples to conduct 

the analyse. A sample is a text that helps to illustrate and  

understand the plagiarism. In the comparative analysis of the  

plagiarized text and the original, the order of the plagiarized text 

should be followed. 

• The samples are classified in the order of the plagiarized authors 

(not in the order of the book/text analyzed). 

• In the sample, each text must be presented separately on a line of 

the table, following the order of the plagiarized text (N.B. When 

the whole dossier is laid out, this means that each plagiarized text 

and the original appear directly opposite the comments in the third 

column.). 

• The texts reproduced in the tables must be identical to the  

original texts – even typos should not be corrected.  

Bibliographical references should be noted with precision (translation 

if necessary, year of publication, etc.).  

The tables are drawn up as in the example below. In the left-hand col-

umn is the list of source authors; these are usually listed in order of their 

appearance in the text/article being analyzed. The right-hand column 

shows how these authors were cited in the text/article being analyzed.  

Source author 1 (sample 1): 

Name and exact references of the 

article/book 

Source author 2 (sample 2): 

Examples of remarks: 

Cited for only one expression in 

the analyzed section. Author cited 

once in a footnote in the article. 
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Name and exact references of the 

article/book 

Cited in the analyzed section but 

incorrectly referenced and without 

inverted commas. 

 

This table has three columns. On the left, samples from the suspected 

plagiarized text, in the middle, the corresponding texts from the  

supposed plagiarized authors, on the right, remarks about the presumed 

plagiarist’s methods. 

 

Text Comparison Table 

Key: 

Red = verbatim 

Green = synonyms or paraphrases 

Highlighted in yellow = inversion of words/phrases from the source 

text  

Highlighted in grey = Notes, references and remarks with reference to 

column 3  

Black = words/phrases that appear in neither text  

Nota bene: The key can be extended to help understand the plagiarist’s 

method(s) 

Analyzed author  Source author  Method  

Sample 1 

Name of author and ex-

act references of the arti-

cle/book  

Sample 1  

Name of author and ex-

act references of the arti-

cle/book   

 

Extensive copy of the 

similar text differentiat-

ing synonyms or para-

phrases in color  

Extensive copy of the 

similar text differentiat-

ing synonyms or para-

phrases in color. 
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Example: folder Mickaël Dupont 

Sample 1 

Michaël Dupont, Les 

moines au XVème siècle, 

éditions Leverts, 

Magville, 2004. 

 

Sample 1  

John Summer, La vie des 

moines à l’époque du ré-

formisme, éditions Le-

rouges, Supville, 2002. 

 

 

Methods:  

$1, 2 and 3 

Verbatim 

and see be-

low   

Page 1 

“There is nowhere in this 

country that has not wit-

nessed their passage” 

Note 4: John Summer, 

La vie des moines à 

l’époque du réformisme, 

éditions Lerouges,  

Supville, 2002. 

 

Page 2 

« There is nowhere in 

this country that has not 

witnessed their passage » 

 

Note 4: John Summer, 

La vie des moines à 

l’époque du réformisme, 

éditions Lerouges, Sup-

ville, 2002. 

 

Page 2 

Et the penitent pleased 

patricians who had be-

come rich, sometimes re-

tired from business, 

Page 6 

“There is nowhere in this 

country that has not wit-

nessed their passage”   

 

Page 6 

the penitent pleased the 

circles of circles the Ob-

servance, patricians who 

had become rich, some-

times retired from busi-

ness, living like noble-

men in their city palaces 

or in the country in mag-

nificent villas. (...) 

 

(Page 5)  

It corresponded better 

than the old hermit to 

their forms of piousness 

(...) not far from Bou-

ville, in The Paradise, the 

country house that Avera 

de Pontus had had built. 

There gathered human-

ists, such as Monera 

Vista, then chancellor of 

Bouville, ...the musician 

Landini... (...). This pub-

lic, where rich merchants 

Note 4:  

John Sum-

mer is cited 

but only on 

page 1. 

Michaël 

Dupont 

therefore 

certainly 

looked at his 

book.  

 

1) Verbatim 

(red).  

 

2)Inversions 

Order of sen-

tences or 

within sen-

tences. sen-

tences some-

times modi-

fied. 

3)Source text 

shortened 

(highlighted 

in grey) 

 

« Were not 

The Pontus 
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living like noblemen in 

their city palaces or in 

the country in magnifi-

cent villas like that of 

Avera de Pontus, not far 

from Bouville, called 

Paradise. It corre-

sponded better than the 

old hermit to their form 

of piousness. This milieu 

where rich merchants 

and aristocrats mix and 

that are frequented by 

artists and humanists be-

ginning with the famous 

Monera Vista, then chan-

cellor of Bouville, con-

stituted the privileged 

clientele of the reformed 

monasteries, especially 

those of Zorutins de 

Turival. Were the Pontus 

not very linked to the 

monastery of Savira al 

Paxi that is situated on 

the hill above Bouville 

and responds to the de-

sire for retreat dear to the 

reformed movements  

(n. 5 denoting note). It 

was also Avera de Pon-

tus’s cousin Beneblanco, 

who ordered several fres-

cos of the life of saint 

Zorutin, his patron saint, 

from the painter Parisius 

Avina, to decorate the 

monastery occupied at 

that time in 1478 by the 

Allatains. 

 

and aristocrats mixed  

(Page 6), constitutes the 

privileged clientele of 

convents then fully ob-

servant Observance, and 

especially those of the 

Zorutins and the  Cai-

rentins. So the Pontus are 

very much related auto 

the zorutinian convents 

of the region, that of the 

Brugitii... (...) and even 

more, that of Savira al 

Paxi, occupied at that 

time in 1478 by the Al-

latains (number 12 de-

noting note). The cousin 

of Avera de Pontus, 

Beneblanco, even asked 

the painter Parisius 

Avina to paint in frescos 

several episodes of the 

life of saint Zorutin, his 

patron saint. (...) The pic-

ture of Paradise is an 

ideal echo the retreat, 

dear to movements of the 

Observance: ...the Savira 

al Paxi convent is situ-

ated on the hill above 

Bouville. 

 

Note 12 p. 6: (...) on the 

privileged relations be-

tween the Pontus and the 

Sevira al Paxi convent, 

Simon Alvira, L’art bou-

villéen au XVe siècle, 

Londres, 1948, s. v. Pon-

tus (trad. xx., Burina, 

1960, p. 301, n. 188). 

 

etc. »: ini-

tially affirm-

ative (« So 

the Pontus 

were etc. ») 

becomes in-

terrogative 

negative. 

 

Note 5 and 

Note 12 = 

similar. Fur-

thermore, 

logically, M. 

Dupont must 

have used a 

much more 

recent edi-

tion of the 

Simon Al-

vira’s book. 

 

The name of 

the church is 

shown in the 

caption to a 

photo of the 

building one 

page further 

on (page 4)  
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Note 5 p. 2: On the priv-

ileged relations between 

the and the Sevira al Paxi 

monastery, see Simon 

Alvira, L’art bouvilléen 

au XVe siècle, trad. xx., 

Burina, 1960 (Salggir, 

260), p. 298 et n. 188, p. 

325. (...) 

 

In the church of the 

Epitiani, just next to  

the famous chapel of the 

'Urtenax decorated by 

Guatiro, Victarius paints 

a series of frescos illus-

trating the life of Saint 

Jacques (…). 

Page 3  

In a church of Patrina, 

very near the famous 

chapel decorated by 

Guatiro, Victarius 

painted a series of fres-

cos illustrating the life of 

Saint Jacques (…).  

 

 

Page 4 

Photo 

Caption: Church of 

the Epitiani 
 

Remarks /Analysis 

- Note 4: John Summer is cited only on page 1 of Michaël Dupont’s 

work. His book was therefore consulted by Michaël Dupont but only 

one of the copied sentences is correctly referenced and placed inside 

inverted commas. 

- Methods 1 and 2: verbatim / synonyms / paraphrase / inversion, all of 

which are recurrent. 

- Method 3: Michaël Dupont’s text contains passages dispersed over 

several non-successive pages of John Summer’s.  

Step Four: the Plagiarist’s “Signature”   

Plagiarists do not leave the same signatures. One paraphrases,  

another uses synonyms, or verbal phrases instead of verbs. Why is this 

so? Because researchers begin to construct their identity as scholars when 

they start writing their doctoral thesis or even their Masters  
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dissertation. They develop methods of investigation, note-taking, styles 

of literature review and writing that are their own. Later, under pressure 

to publish, they tend to reproduce the same way of working. The case 

below illustrates how useful it is to be able to identify the «signature» 

specific to each plagiarist. 

We were asked to undertake an expert assessment of a plagiarist  

research professor who occupied a very important post in his university. 

Previously, only rumors had hinted that this individual was a plagiarist. 

However, he used relatively sophisticated techniques that were hard to 

detect. Using our protocol, our experts’ analysis revealed that this  

researcher had in fact been plagiarizing for over thirty years, starting with 

his doctoral thesis. 

The analysis took a long time but one day, the plagiarist’s method be-

came crystal clear. A footnote, say page 100, mentioned author x, recently 

deceased. Reading x’s article one of the analysts discovered several lines 

plagiarized in a completely different part of the manuscript. We then did 

the same test on another author in a footnote, say, page 88… Here too, the 

analysts discovered another passage that had been copy-pasted on another 

page (p. 220). The plagiarist had signed his work! To appear more schol-

arly, the author resorted to citing seminal authors in footnotes that did not 

refer to the plagiarized section. This was found in completely different 

parts of the text.  

It was really very difficult to spot this plagiarism – but once the 

method had been identified, it all went very quickly. In about 80% of 

cases, the plagiarized passages were in footnotes elsewhere in the text. In 

the remaining 20%, they were simply not cited. 

Step Five: the Consequences of Plagiarism  

Once the facts have been analyzed, we look at the ten consequences 

of plagiarism in the light of these facts. The seriousness of the  

plagiarism can be assessed by comparing the experts’ analysis with the 
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ten consequences of plagiarism discussed in chapter 1 of this book. It is 

on this basis that we make recommendations for each situation.  

Examining the facts and their consequences takes account of the  

actors’ relationships and respective situations. For example, a 500-page 

book written by an eminent professor may contain “only” 40 

plagiarized pages copied from a thesis. But for the student who wrote the 

thesis, these pages may constitute the core work of someone just setting 

out on his/her career. The initial plagiarizing of 40 pages is made more 

serious in this case, given the situation of the individuals involved and 

their very different status. The experts’ recommendations here will prob-

ably suggest protecting the victim as rapidly as possible. To take an op-

posite example, the plagiarized author might be so well established that 

he/she will not complain. Furthermore, plagiarism does not always harm 

the plagiarized party. (e.g. a famous or deceased author) but repeated in-

stances of disguising sources constitute an infringement of readers’ rights 

to knowledge (consequence 2). Also, this behavior enables the plagiarist 

to benefit from a social or professional position that he/she might not have 

reached if he/she had acted according to the profession’s principles of in-

tegrity (consequence 5). Here it is a matter of defrauding the system and 

the experts may suggest opening an administrative enquiry against the 

plagiarist.  

Sometimes after an expert assessment, we realize that the  

consequences of an incident of plagiarism are relatively minor. In such 

cases, the Institute would recommend that the offender be warned in writ-

ing, with no other action taken. 

Step Six: Conclusion  

A successful expert assessment should be able to evaluate the  

situation and propose appropriate measures to put it right. The intention 

is always to reconcile the communities involved, by enabling their  

representatives to take measures in proportion to the offense.  
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Depending on the seriousness of the case, we suggest contacting  

editors, pulping the book, withdrawing a thesis from public access, or an-

nulling it, etc. Whenever possible, we try to give plagiarists a chance to 

start over. Writing a confidential apology to the plagiarized parties has 

pedagogical benefits. Formulating specific apologies, asking for texts to 

be modified, adding a name of an omitted co-author to international data 

bases, are all examples that demonstrate the plagiarist’s awareness of the 

problem and his/her determination to change behavior. In general, those 

who have been plagiarized are relieved that it is all over and accept to let 

their experience of being victims of plagiarism go.  

It is essential to check that the plagiarist does not undergo a double 

punishment – being sanctioned both by publicly recognizing his/her of-

fense and having his/her reputation continuously sullied by rumors. Pla-

giarists should be given every chance to develop their own way of demon-

strating that they have turned over a new leaf.  
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