You Didn’t Plagiarize, Your Unconscious Did

Is cryptomnesia—copying the work of others without being aware of it—to blame for journalism's ultimate sin? Um, maybe not.

By Russ Juskalian | Newsweek Web Exclusive, July 7, 2009

The charge of plagiarism carries a special sort of shame. Take the case of Kaavya Viswanathan, the young writer whose 2006 debut novel, How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life, contained so many passages lifted from other books that her writing career was over by her junior year at Harvard. For those whose literary taste is at the opposite end of the spectrum from chick lit, consider Dante: he put the fraudulent in an even deeper circle of hell than the violent.

But could some alleged plagiarists—like Maureen Dowd, Chris Anderson, Elizabeth Hasselbeck, and even Viswanathan, who all either deny the charge, or blame their copying on unconscious mistakes—be guilty of psychological sloppiness rather than fraud? Could the real offense be disregard for the mind's subliminal kleptomania? And if it is real, is unconscious copying (or "cryptomnesia" to those who study the phenomenon) preventable? Or, seeing as Nietzsche ripped off a passage of Thus Spoke Zarathustra from something he'd read as a child, and former Beatle George Harrison was found guilty, in court, of unconsciously copying the music for his hit song, "My Sweet Lord"—is cryptomnesia both unavoidable, and the perfect excuse?

"Clearly all of us, referring to journalists, probably appropriate phrases or ideas, on occasion, without realizing it," said Howard Schneider, dean of the School of Journalism at New York's Stony Brook University, and former Newsday editor. But intent and degree count, he said, and journalists should be held to a particularly high standard when it comes to plagiarism. Schneider, who helped set up the News Literacy Center at Stony Brook, teaches his students about the brain's susceptibility to certain psychological pitfalls, such as: seeing a political commercial between TV newscasts, and then a week later attributing the information in the commercial to the newscast itself. He believes that journalists are susceptible to similar influences.

According to Richard L. Marsh, a professor of cognitive psychology at the University of Georgia and a leading cryptomnesia researcher, Schneider is on the right track. "When people engage in creative activity, they are so involved in generating or coming up with something new or novel that they fail to protect against what they previously experienced," said Marsh. Over the last 20 years, Marsh has designed numerous models for studying cryptomnesia in the lab. An early study involved asking subjects to work with an unseen "partner" (actually a computer) to find unique words in a square array of letters, similar to the game Boggle. A short while after completing this task, the researchers asked each participant to recall the words they had personally found, and to generate new words neither the participant nor the participant's partner had previously been able to find.

The subjects plagiarized their partners roughly 32 percent of the time when trying to recall their own words, and up to 28 percent of the time when attempting to find previously unidentified words in the puzzle. Not only was plagiarism rampant, many subjects who plagiarized also checked a box indicating they were "positive" their answers had not previously been given by their partners.

Henry Roediger, a memory expert at Washington University in St. Louis, said that cryptomnesia is partially caused by the lopsidedness of our memories: it's easier to remember information than it is to remember its source. Under the right conditions, this quirk can even evoke false memories. In one study, the more times Roediger instructed participants to imagine performing a basic action (like, "sharpen the pencil") the more likely the participants were to recall—incorrectly—having actually performed the action when asked about it later.

But misattributing memories from one source to another, whether from imagination to reality or from a friend to oneself, is only one of the psychological quirks behind unconscious plagiarism. Another is implicit memory, which Dan Schacter, a psychologist at Harvard, called, "the fact that we can sometimes remember information without knowing that we're remembering it."

The classic demonstration of implicit memory involves a psychological technique known as priming. When a person is exposed to a list of words (or "primed") in one setting, than later asked to come up with words from a specific category, say "types of fruit," in another setting, the person is more likely to name fruit that had appeared during the priming session than fruit that hadn't.

This result may not seem all that exciting, except that it also occurs with amnesiacs, who are unable to form conscious memories of the actual priming session. At the most basic level, says Schacter, this suggests that implicit memories are formed in different regions or systems of the brain than conscious memories. This disconnect, coupled with errors in remembering the source of ideas, words, or even whole phrases, may be responsible for cryptomnesia. "Unconscious plagiarism makes it sound like a pretty exceptional and unusual circumstance," said Roediger. "But I really think that at a very simple level, these things are happening all the time. You know, your friend uses some expression and you pick it up and use it too."

While unconscious plagiarism is embarrassing in cases where original creative output is expected, in most aspects of daily life it ranges from useful to indispensible. What is called cryptomnesia in one context is known as social learning theory in another. For example, children learn how to behave by unconsciously copying others, and friends strengthen their relationships when they assimilate each other's phrases, behaviors, and opinions.

But before we give high-profile cryptomnesiacs a free pass, as if they were suffering from an intractable psychological disorder, there's a bit more to know. Cryptomnesia happens more frequently between those who trust one another, such as people in romantic relationships or close friendships, but less frequently between strangers—particularly when the one whose ideas or words might be plagiarized is present. And due to our innate skepticism, unconsciously copying a person one doesn't know, or a source one doesn't yet trust, is uncommon.

We may plagiarize without knowing it, but we can guard against the risk with a little conscious effort. Taking diligent notes, reminding oneself to remember not just a good idea, but also its source, or simply pondering whether the clever phrase that popped into one's head is original, helps fend off cryptomnesia. Over the course of his research, Marsh has found that cryptomnesia is greatly reduced with subtle social pressure: if you are asked to come up with solutions to a problem in a group setting, and then quizzed on your contributions to the discussion afterward, you might unconsciously steal from fellow group members if the quiz takes place in private—but not if it takes place in front of the original group.

Unconscious plagiarism does exist, but writers who don't take proactive steps to avoid it are often either being lazy, or they have a diminished fear of being caught. Driving is a good model: it is easy enough to drift over the speed limit without being aware of it, but vigilant drivers can prevent the habit by forcing themselves to pay conscious attention to the problem. And just as not knowing one's speed won't save one from a ticket, the fact that unconscious plagiarism isn't outright fraud doesn't make "It was cryptomnesia!" much of an excuse. Unconscious plagiarism may not be a "felony," said Schneider, but it's still a journalistic "misdemeanor."

< http://www.newsweek.com/id/205560>
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A Journalist's Hard Fall
The New York Times Confronts An Embarrassing Trail Of Deceit--And Difficult Questions About Its Own Culture

NEWSWEEK, From the magazine issue dated May 19, 2003

On Sunday, the front page of The New York Times featured a uniquely embarrassing article: Times reporter who resigned leaves a long trail of deception. The internal report took up four full pages of some of the most valuable real estate in American journalism to recount the sorry history of Jayson Blair, a 27-year-old African-American who resigned from his job as a Times reporter on May 1. A team of five reporters, three editors and two researchers uncovered dozens of errors in stories the Times had printed under Blair's byline; the corrections for the stories between October 2002 and April 2003 alone ran almost two full pages, with offenses divided into "whereabouts," "denied reports," "factual errors" and "plagiarism." The second sentence of the story read, "The widespread fabrication and plagiarism represent a profound betrayal of trust and a low point in the 152-year history of the newspaper."

Since he began his career in journalism, Blair has been known for two things: being able to play the internal politics of an institution with uncanny skill and having a problem with accuracy. Those two traits combined in a horrible confluence for the Times. Blair's remarkable fraud had come unraveled in late April. The editor of the San Antonio Express-News had officially requested that the Times investigate a story about the family of a missing soldier that carried Blair's byline, a story that seemed almost identical to one the San Antonio paper had run. After being asked to produce receipts showing he had, in fact, traveled to Texas, Blair resigned; in a letter to the Times's top editors, he apologized for a "lapse in journalistic integrity."

Sunday's story honestly detailed the startling breakdown in communication among Times editors about Blair's extensive--and well-chronicled--history of problems with accuracy and sloppiness. The paper was unflinching in its description of how the Times failed to track Blair's expense reports and missed glaring warning signs along the way--like the time a national editor saw Blair in the newsroom hours after he had supposedly filed a story from West Virginia. Times metro editor Jonathan Landman was quoted as being particularly vocal about Blair; in April 2002 Landman, the Times story reports, sent a two-sentence e-mail message to newsroom administrators: "We have to stop Jayson from writing for the Times. Right now."

But there's plenty that the Times report, which ran under the rubric correct---ing the record, didn't fully explore, namely how a troubled young reporter whose short career was rife with problems was able to advance so quickly. Internally, reporters had wondered for years whether Blair was given so many chances--and whether he was hired in the first place--because he was a promising, if unpolished, black reporter on a staff that continues to be, like most newsrooms in the country, mostly white. The Times also didn't address an uncomfortable but unavoidable topic that has been broached with some of the paper's top editors during the past week: by favoring Blair, did the Times end up reinforcing some of the worst suspicions about the pitfalls of affirmative action? And will there be fewer opportunities for young minority reporters in the future?

"We have, generally, a horribly undiverse staff," says one Times staffer. "And so we hold up and promote the few black staffers we have." That's a point other news outlets have made since Blair resigned. Executive editor Howell Raines, who declined repeated requests for an interview with NEWSWEEK, told NPR, when pressed about whether Blair was pushed along because of his race, "No, I do not see it as illustrating that point. I see it as illustrating a tragedy for Jayson Blair." (Blair, whose voice mail at the Times was still active as of Saturday evening, did not respond to a message left there or on his cell phone; several sources at the Times say he is currently in a hospital setting dealing with personal problems.)

Blair's close mentoring relationship with Times managing editor Gerald Boyd, who is also black, was not explored in depth in the paper. Blair wrote Boyd's biographical sketch in the Times's internal newsletter when Boyd was named managing editor. Blair was known to brag about his close personal relationships with both Boyd and Raines, and the young writer frequently took cigarette breaks with Boyd.

Questions about Raines's management style--his penchant for giving preferential treatment to favored stars, his celebrated fondness for "flooding the zone" on big stories, severely stretching resources--weren't addressed at all. Indeed, more than one Times staffer pointed out that the paper's national staff would not have been in need of the services of an untested young reporter with a spotty track record had a number of veterans not been pushed out by Raines last year.

Of course, plagiarism, and even outright fraud, can occur at any news organization, and certainly the lion's share of the blame for this scandal should fall on Blair. As commentators have noted, the normal journalistic checks and balances are put in place with the assumption that everyone--reporters, editors and readers--shares an interest in getting to the truth. "The person who did this is Jayson Blair,'' Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger Jr. said in Sunday's story. "Let's not begin to demonize our executives.'' As the Times seeks to come to grips with how this could have happened, there is bound to be a lot more soul-searching in the months ahead.

< http://www.newsweek.com/id/59342>
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No Ordinary Crime
Popular Historian Doris Kearns Goodwin Faces Plagiarism Charges. Are Hers Sins Of Dishonesty Or Just Carelessness? And Why Should We Care?

By David Gates | NEWSWEEK, From the magazine issue dated Mar 18, 2002

As a teaching assistant back during the Ford administration, I assigned a paper on "A Christmas Carol," and one hulking, inarticulate kid turned in a crudely handwritten but magisterially argued essay. It began: "There is a current prejudice against fogs, and Dickens, perhaps, is their only poet." (I've long forgotten his name, but it wasn't--unfortunately for him--G. K. Chesterton.) This may have been the last time I felt a righteous certainty about the issue of plagiarism. Today just reading about it makes my head hurt. The accusations and the rationalizations. The outcry and the pooh-poohing. The outcry against the pooh-poohing. And those damn side-by-side passages (below).

But if I can get through the details of the Doris Kearns Goodwin scandal, so can you. First, here's the predictable second-paragraph contextualizing, about how our confidence in pop historians was already rocked to its very foundations by the news that Stephen Ambrose also plagiarized from other people's books. Ambrose's appropriations--among other examples, whole passages of his 2001 "The Wild Blue" were lifted from Thomas Childers's 1995 "Wings of Morning"--seem pretty shameless. He apologized and promised to correct future editions, but he also told The New York Times that "if I am writing up a passage and it is a story I want to tell and this story fits and a part of it is from other people's writing, I just type it up that way and put it in a footnote." That's not really the way you're supposed to do it.

But Goodwin's case is more complicated. She's both a Pulitzer Prize winner (for the 1994 "No Ordinary Time," about Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt) and a popular and engaging media personage. She admits not properly marking quoted phrases and passages from several books in her 1987 "The Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys," but unlike Ambrose, she's chosen to defend her reputation for integrity. Her publisher, Simon & Schuster, has pulled and destroyed unsold copies of "The Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys," and she put research assistants to work finding other unmarked quotes and too-close paraphrases. Had she known there was a problem with the book? Yes. Not long after its publication, she paid a writer named Lynne McTaggart an undisclosed amount of money for having lifted material from McTaggart's book about Kathleen Kennedy. But that news didn't come out until this January; in February, Goodwin herself acknowledged other too-close paraphrases in "The Fitzgeralds" from other books. Since then, the fun just hasn't stopped. Goodwin was suspended from her PBS pundit gig on "The NewsHour With Jim Lehrer." The University of Delaware disinvited her as commencement speaker. And she recused herself from this year's Pulitzer Prize board deliberations. Last week she was spotted lunching with James Carville, political consultant for hire and coauthor of "Buck Up, Suck Up... And Come Back When You Foul Up." I called the house, breathless. False alarm. "Of course she's not retaining Carville for anything," said her husband, Kennedy-Johnson insider Dick Goodwin. "He's an old friend, we had lunch and that's about it. He's not on board with anything and not involved." Drat.

To tell you the truth, I was secretly relieved when Goodwin postponed our scheduled interview. Here's about how it would have gone. She would have told me, as she's already said repeatedly, that she'd mistaken her handwritten notes on the sources for her own prose. She would have pointed out that she'd always credited and footnoted the sources, so her intent couldn't have been to deceive. I would have sprung this zinger from the American Historical Association's statement on plagiarism: "A basic rule of good writing warns us against following our own paraphrased notes slavishly... Faced with charges of failing to acknowledge dependence on certain sources, a historian usually pleads that the lapse was inadvertent. This excuse will be easily disposed of if scholars take seriously the injunction to check their manuscripts against the underlying texts." Then she could have zinged me back by saying I'd lifted this off the History News Network's Web site's stuff on her. She reads about herself, too.

Goodwin did fax me a confounding document--a side-by-side comparison of side-by-side comparisons, if you follow me. On one hand, side-by-side comparisons by an accuser, journalist Philip Nobile, who juxtaposes passages from such books as Kenneth O'Donnell and David Powers's "Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye" with passages from "The Fitzgeralds." On the other, Goodwin's own versions of these side-by-side passages. The implication: that while she needed to do some reworking, she was a wronged woman. I went at this stuff with a yellow highlight pen. My conclusion? A hell of a mess. And my head hurt. As Goodwin herself admitted, her paraphrases were too close, and she'd repeated some phrases verbatim. How bad they looked depended on how much other text you put around them. Nobile's had a little; Goodwin's had a lot. But the words at issue looked the same. Further conclusion: some spinning was going on, and it wasn't just my head.

I wanted to call up Thomas Mallon, whose 1989 "Stolen Words" is the definitive book on plagiarism, and ask him what I should think. He's great at spotting the perennial pathologies: the confusion about "notes," the tendency to repeat the offense, the apparent pointlessness of it--many plagiarists (Coleridge, for one) are gifted writers--and plagiarists' weird tendency to accuse others of plagiarism. (Rightly or not, my heart sank when I saw Goodwin had once accused Joe McGinniss of plagiarizing from "The Fitzgeralds.") Trouble is, a colleague called Mallon the last time we did a plagiarism story. Just goes to show you how hard originality is to come by.

Anyway, Mallon's a bit of a hard-liner. I can see it. But I can see it Goodwin's way, too. If you're a historian and you didn't actually witness this or that event, you reconstruct and retell it based on your own interviews, somebody else's printed account or both. In other words, you combine quotation with paraphrase, and it's not surprising when the two get mixed up--whether (in ascending order of heinousness) out of honest confusion, carelessness, laziness or dishonesty. What Goodwin did is small potatoes compared with my hapless student's trying to pass off Chesterton's essay as his own. Of course, he never got a six-figure book deal, either. I ran into him by chance, years later, waiting tables. For Goodwin, despite her current travails, I have an idea this is all going to end more happily.

< http://www.newsweek.com/id/153545>

