
 

And plagiarism is so terrible because…? 

David Post 

July 20, 2016 

So let’s suppose Melania Trump read Michelle Obama’s 2008 speech, and that when she came to 

the passage that read — 

Barack and I were raised with so many of the same values:  that you work hard for what you 

want in life; that your word is your bond and that you do what you say you’re going to do; that 

you treat people with dignity and respect … 

— she paused and thought to herself: Nice! In fact, perfect! A beautiful thought, 

beautifully expressed. 

And let’s say she — or, as we learned today, her speechwriter — then lifted it, verbatim (except 

for that “Barack and I” part …), and put it into her speech because she thought it expressed 

precisely what she wanted to express, and she couldn’t express it any better. 

This is so terrible, because … ? 

I don’t get the moral revulsion most people seem to have against “plagiarism” — I never 

have.  The Post’s Chris Cillizza, in his column here, writes: 

Here’s the thing: Plagiarism means borrowing words that aren’t yours. It doesn’t matter whether 

that’s 1 percent of the words or 99 percent of the words. Unless you say “And, in the words of 

___________” you can’t use someone else’s words. It’s that simple. 

Actually, it is not nearly that simple. 

Here’s a beautiful thought, beautifully expressed: 

The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others. But 

it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god.  It neither picks my 

pocket nor breaks my leg. 

Suppose I’m giving a speech, or writing an article, and I want to saythat – to express precisely 

that thought, in precisely that way; do I have to preface it with “And, in the words of Thomas 

Jefferson” each time I do so? Why, exactly? 
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He did, of course, say it first – but it’s not like I’m claiming to have said it first (which would be 

a lie).  I’m just saying it, because I believe in the idea and I don’t have a better way of expressing 

it than that. 

I get that in many circumstances, it’s just good form to inform your reader/listener of where a 

sentence or paragraph came from and to give the original author a nice little pat on the 

back.  (“Love your stuff, TJ”).  And I also get it that it’s no big deal to say “And, in the words of 

Thomas Jefferson …” at the outset. 

But giving the citation actually changes the meaning of the paragraph for the reader/listener and 

rather substantially. Now it’s no longer merely “about” the meaning of the words, about the 

legitimate powers of government; now, it’s about what Thomas Jefferson said about the powers 

of government. And that can be a distraction from what it is I’m trying to say which, as the 

author of the speech or article, I’d like to avoid. So I adopt those words as my own – I’m not 

informing you what Thomas Jefferson said, I’m making a point about the powers of government. 

Why shouldn’t I be permitted to do this? Because I’m not giving “due credit” to Jefferson? Why 

does that matter? Because if I think that the sentences express an idea worth expressing, I should 

come up with  my own way of expressing it? Why, if someone else has done that already? 

So back to our little hypothetical.  Mrs. Trump thinks to herself — “well, I’d love to use these 

words, but I have my reasons for not wanting to say ‘And, as Michelle Obama said …’, which 

will surely distract my audience from the message I’m trying to convey. But I’ll use them 

anyway, because they say what I want to say. Of course, if someone notices the borrowing, I 

won’t deny where I got the words from — why should I?  I haven’t done anything wrong …” 

Please don’t misunderstand me:  I’m delighted that the Trump campaign has run into this 

stumbling block, because, as I’ve expressed before, I genuinely fear for the country if Donald 

Trump is elected president.  There are many, many reasons why one should not vote for this guy 

— I just happen to think that “because his wife (or her speechwriter) is a ‘plagiarist'” isn’t among 

them. 
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