
Is there such a thing as self plagiarism?

And, if so, is self-plagiarism, plagiarism?

It's a difficult question. And it requires that we first formulate a definition of 
"plagiarism.” 

Most definitions stand at odds with any notion of “self-plagiarism.” 

Let’s take a look at four definitions. 
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I'll pause while you read Oxford University's definition.
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The key phrase here is “someone else’s work.” The entire definition revolves around 
what is and is not your work, not what you do with your work.
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Here’s the statement from UVM’s policy on academic integrity. 
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Like Oxford's statement, UVM's focuses on what is or is not the work of the student 
(and, we assume, the work of a faculty member). The UVM statement implies--
without stating explicitly--that a student may submit work without attribution as long 
as that work is the student's own.  
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Here’s the statement from the American Historical Association. 
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AHA's primary (and, apparently, only) concern is whether the work used is the 
author’s own work. We can read this statement to tacitly permit the reuse of one’s 
work even without attribution. I suspect this is not how the statement’s authors 
mean it to be read, but it is a valid if overly literal reading. 
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And, finally, here’s the statement on plagiarism from the Code of Federal Regulations. 
(I have to confess that, before preparing for this talk, I had no idea there exists a 
federal regulation defining plagiarism.) 
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Here, too, the focus is exclusively on whether the work is one’s own. As with the AHA 
statement, we could read this statement to permit the appropriation of one’s own 
work. 
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So … this is what we get from these statements when trying to understand “self-
plagiarism.” They give us no help at all. In fact, they they seem to imply the 
impossibility of self-plagiarism. 
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But some folks do take the the notion of self-plagiarism seriously. It is not a new 
concept. It receives relatively little attention, but it does raise its head now and then.

In a 2019 article for Inside Higher Ed, Scott McLemee reported finding some 50 
articles denouncing self-plagiarism. I tracked down a few of these articles, and I’d like 
to examine some of the arguments they make.
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Let’s start with a piece by Diana J. Mason, who edits the American Journal of Nursing. 

[Pause for reading]

I believe that Mason errs in conflating two different issues. The first, copyright, is an 
entirely different matter from the second issue, plagiarism.
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Let's take the first assertion. It is simply wrong to suggest that using the same words 
from one publication in another publication “probably” constitutes a violation of 
copyright law. The Fair Use provision in U.S. copyright law provides wide latitude for 
borrowing material from previously published work. Publishers would like us to think
that any borrowing is a violation of copyright law, because such assumptions allow 
them to sell reprint rights. But such assertions ignore a host of case law built up 
through the decades.

And don’t get me started on the current, perverse system of scholarly publishing, 
which demands that we turn over copyright in our work to commercial publishers, 
and then buy it back. But that’s a rant for another day. 
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Mason’s second contention, however, is worth taking seriously. 

Scholarship assumes that one does not misrepresent oneself. Anything that suggests 
novelty, but is not novel, is, as Mason suggests, a form of intellectual dishonesty. She 
is absolutely right that readers must trust authors not to misrepresent the originality 
of their material. 

Whether such a misrepresentation merits the sanctions typically applied to other 
forms of plagiarism is another matter. But we cannot dispute that such false 
suggestions of novelty are misleading and therefore antithetical to the academic 
enterprise. 
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The second article is a long, law-review piece by Laurie Sterns. 

15



I agree with Sterns that simply repeating material is not necessarily a case of 
deceiving the reader about the original source of the material. She is right on this 
count.
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But I do take issue with her suggestion of a different type of deception. In short, she 
suggests that repurposing work deceives reader's expectations to encounter 
something new. Such an assertion is plausible, but I find it too clever by half. 

When I read authors in my field, I expect a bit of repetition. I understand that, in 
framing new arguments, they need to repeat past findings. One cannot build a new 
frame without incorporating past work.

Now ... to be sure ... the way an author repeats herself is important. I’ll say more 
about this in a bit. 

My point for now is simply that repetition in and of itself is not wrong. It is not akin to 
deceiving the reader, as Sterns seems to imply. Readers should not necessarily feel 
cheated when encountering repetition. 

17



Which brings me to the question of salami slicing. (It struck me that salami slicing is 
an appropriate concept for a brown-bag lunch.) A term used mostly in scientific 
literature, salami slicing refers to the practice of distributing original work via as many 
different publications as possible. Why, asks a salami slicer, should I cram all my new 
research into a single article when I can slice that work into a half dozen articles?
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Here I should reference two articles on this practice, both cited by Scott McLamee. 
The first is by Peter Woelert
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I assume we can all agree with Woelert that salami slicing is detrimental, as he says, 
to the scope, depth, and coherence of published content. This strikes me as self-
evident.
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Christine Urbanowicz and Beth Reinke take these broad observations and level some 
particular, concrete objections against salami slicing. 
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I agree with every one. 

And, as a librarian, I find particularly troublesome the ways that salami slicing hinders 
meta-analyses and literature reviews.

22



But is salami-slicing self-plagiarism? 

It is poor research, but does poor research practice necessarily constitute plagiarism?

I think not. Because it does not necessarily misrepresent the type of research 
conducted. It does not aim to deceive.
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Let’s revisit, for a moment, the four definitions of plagiarism with which we started. 

This time, I'll set aside each statement's focus on self-work vs. others' work, and focus 
instead on another element they share, namely a focus on acknowledgment and 
attribution.
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Oxford wants to know that students and faculty fully acknowledge the work they use.
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UVM, too, is deeply concerned about attribution.
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The Code of Federal Regulations centers it’s concerns on appropriation.
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As does the American Historical Association. 
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So ... Let’s return to our original question. 

is there such a thing as self plagiarism? 
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I submit that there is.

So if there is, what is it, and in what respect is it wrong?

First, what it is not. 
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It is not salami slicing. While salami slicing is bad practice, and while it should be 
avoided for all the reasons I noted earlier, it is not plagiarism, because it does not 
constitute misrepresentation.

>>> Nor is recycling necessarily plagiarism. Some degree of recycling and self-
reference is unavoidable. It is necessary.

Which leads me to propose my own definition of self-plagiarism.

Self-plagiarism occurs when one misrepresents oneself in one of two ways.

Self plagiarism occurs when an author either …
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… misrepresents her own productivity, suggesting that she has done more work than 
she actually has …

>>> or when an author suggests that his work is more novel than it actually is. 

Let's consider a few examples. 
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I would have been guilty of self-plagiarism had I not acknowledged that a chapter in 
my first book drew from material I first published in the Journal of Ecclesiastical 
History. I would have been guilty of violating two principles: the principle of 
accurately representing my productivity, and the principle of accurately representing 
the novelty of my book. 
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Self plagiarism might also occur when summarizing scholarship you’ve conducted 
previously, if one does not mention the scope and nature of that earlier scholarship.

>>> Any time we tread ground we’ve previously trod, we should call attention to the 
first set of footprints.
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And, without question, self plagiarism would occur when reprinting portions of text 
verbatim from one of your earlier publication without citation. Such cases have been 
discovered during portfolio reviews. And while I’m inclined to read such cases as 
carelessness rather than maliciousness, they are problematic, to say the least.  
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So … in conclusion, I think the solution to self-plagiarism is simple. We can ward it off 
by asking ourselves two simple questions: 

>>> Does my new work suggest that I’ve been more productive than I really have?

>>> And does my new work suggest a degree of novelty that is not warranted?

As long as we acknowledge our earlier work and as long as we flag the ways we're 
we’re now rehashing that work, we will be safe.

>>> Thank you. 
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